
Carbon dioxide, often written as CO₂, is a gas that is all around us. It is made of two parts 
carbon and two parts oxygen (that’s what the “2” means — there are two oxygen atoms 
for every one carbon atom). Even though we can’t see it, smell it, or taste it, carbon 
dioxide is very important for life on Earth. It is a natural part of the air we breathe, though 
it makes up only a small fraction of the atmosphere. 

One of the most important roles of carbon dioxide is in breathing. Humans and animals 
take in oxygen when they breathe, and their bodies use it to make energy. When the body 
makes energy, it also produces carbon dioxide as a “waste gas.” That carbon dioxide is 
carried by the blood to the lungs, where we breathe it out. This back-and-forth of taking 
in oxygen and releasing carbon dioxide keeps us alive. 

Carbon dioxide is also critical for plants. Plants use a process called photosynthesis. 
This word means “making food with light.” Plants take in carbon dioxide from the air and 
water from the soil, and with the help of sunlight, they make sugar for food and release 
oxygen as a byproduct. This is why plants are so important: they remove carbon dioxide 
from the air and give back oxygen for animals and humans to breathe. 

Another place we see carbon dioxide is in drinks. The fizz in soda, sparkling water, and 
even beer comes from carbon dioxide gas. When this gas is forced into a liquid under 
pressure, it forms bubbles. When you open a soda can, you hear a hiss — that’s the 
carbon dioxide escaping back into the air. Those bubbles make drinks feel tingly on the 
tongue. 

Carbon dioxide also plays a role in the Earth’s temperature. It is one of the gases known 
as greenhouse gases. Greenhouse gases trap heat in the Earth’s atmosphere, keeping 
the planet warm enough for life. Without them, Earth would be too cold. But when too 
much carbon dioxide builds up — often from burning fuels like coal, oil, and gas — the 
Earth’s temperature rises too much, leading to climate change. 

Besides air and drinks, carbon dioxide shows up in solid form as dry ice. Dry ice is 
simply frozen carbon dioxide. Unlike water ice, which melts into liquid water, dry ice 
changes straight from a solid into a gas. This process is called sublimation. Dry ice is 
very cold and is used to keep food frozen or to make fog effects in theater or Halloween 
displays. 

Carbon dioxide also has important uses in industry. It can be used to put out fires 
because it pushes away oxygen, which fire needs to keep burning. It’s also used in 
certain kinds of welding and in making chemicals. Farmers sometimes add extra carbon 
dioxide in greenhouses to help plants grow faster, since plants need CO₂ for 
photosynthesis. 

Even though carbon dioxide is natural and necessary, balance is key. Too little, and 
plants could not grow. Too much, and Earth’s climate becomes unstable. By learning 



about carbon dioxide, we see how it connects breathing, plants, drinks, energy, and even 
the health of our planet. It’s a small gas with a huge impact on life. 

 
 


