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Maths skills 

1 Core mathematical skills 

A practical chemist must be proficient in standard form, significant figures, decimal places, SI 
units, and unit conversion. 

1.1 Standard form 

In science, very large and very small numbers are usually written in standard form. Standard 
form is writing a number in the format A × 10x where A is a number from 1 to 10 and x is the 
number of places you move the decimal place. 

For example, to express a large number such as 50 000 mol dm−3 in standard form, A = 5 and x = 
4 as there are four numbers after the initial 5. 

Therefore, it would be written as 5×104 mol dm−3. 

To give a small number such as 0.000 02 Nm2 in standard form, A = 2 and there are five 
numbers before it so x = −5. 

So it is written as 2×10−5 Nm2. 

Practice questions 

1 Change the following values to standard form. 

a boiling point of sodium chloride: 1413 °C 

b largest nanoparticles: 0.0 001×10−3 m 

c number of atoms in 1 mol of water: 1806×1021 

2 Change the following values to ordinary numbers. 

a 5.5×10−6       b 2.9×102       c 1.115×104       d 1.412×10−3       e 7.2×101 

1.2 Significant figures and decimal places 

In chemistry, you are often asked to express numbers to either three or four significant figures. 
The word significant means to ‘have meaning’. A number that is expressed in significant figures 
will only have digits that are important to the number’s precision.  

It is important to record your data and your answers to calculations to a reasonable number of 
significant figures. Too many and your answer is claiming an accuracy that it does not have, too 
few and you are not showing the precision and care required in scientific analysis. 

For example, 6.9301 becomes 6.93 if written to three significant figures. 

Likewise, 0.000 434 56 is 0.000 435 to three significant figures.  

Notice that the zeros before the figure are not significant – they just show you how large the 
number is by the position of the decimal point. Here, a 5 follows the last significant digit, so just 
as with decimals, it must be rounded up. 

Any zeros between the other significant figures are significant. For example, 0.003 018 is 
0.003 02 to three significant figures. 

Sometimes numbers are expressed to a number of decimal places. The decimal point is a place 
holder and the number of digits afterwards is the number of decimal places. 

For example, the mathematical number pi is 3 to zero decimal places, 3.1 to one decimal place, 
3.14 to two decimal places, and 3.142 to three decimal places. 
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Practice questions 

3 Give the following values in the stated number of significant figures (s.f.). 

a 36.937 (3 s.f.) b 258 (2 s.f.)       c 0.043 19 (2 s.f.) d 7 999 032 (1 s.f.) 

4 Use the equation: 

number of molecules = number of moles × 6.02 × 1023 molecules per mole 

to calculate the number of molecules in 0.5 moles of oxygen. Write your answer in standard 
form to 3 s.f. 

5 Give the following values in the stated number of decimal places (d.p.). 

a 4.763 (1 d.p.) b 0.543 (2 d.p.) c 1.005 (2 d.p.)  d 1.9996 (3 d.p.) 

1.3 Converting units 

Units are defined so that, for example, every scientist who measures a mass in kilograms uses 
the same size for the kilogram and gets the same value for the mass. Scientific measurement 
depends on standard units – most are Système International (SI) units.  

If you convert between units and round numbers properly it allows quoted measurements to be 
understood within the scale of the observations. 

Multiplication factor Prefix Symbol 

109 giga G 

106 mega M 

103 kilo k 

10–2 centi c 

10–3 milli m 

10–6 micro µ 

10–9 nano n 

 

Unit conversions are common. For instance, you could be converting an enthalpy change of 
488 889 J mol−1 into kJ mol−1. A kilo is 103 so you need to divide by this number or move the 
decimal point three places to the left. 

488 889 ÷ 103 kJ mol−1 = 488.889 kJ mol−1 

Converting from mJ mol−1 to kJ mol−1, you need to go from 103 to 10−3, or move the decimal point 
six places to the left. 

333 mJ mol−1 is 0.000 333 kJ mol−1 

If you want to convert from 333 mJ mol−1 to nJ mol−1, you would have to go from 10−9 to 10−3, or 
move the decimal point six places to the right. 

333 mJ mol−1 is 333 000 000 nJ mol−1  

Practice question 

6 Calculate the following unit conversions. 

a 300 µm to m 

b 5 MJ to mJ  

c 10 GW to kW 
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