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INTRO TO THE METRIC SYSTEM 
Converting numbers in the metric system is easy if you learn and understand the following prefixes:  Kilo, 
Hecto, Deka, deci, centi, and milli.   
 
Kilo means 1000 
Hecto means 100 
Deka means 10 
Base unit is always equal to 1 
deci means 1/10th 
centi means 1/100th 
milli means 1/1000th 
 
Adding these prefixes to a unit tells you how many of the unit you have.  For fun lets suppose you have a 
“Dekapencil.”  That would mean you have 10 pencils.  If you have a “Hectodollar” you would have 100 
bucks.  Or if you had a “decidollar” you would have just a dime.  You could be clever and insult your 
younger brother by calling him a “millibrain” meaning that he has only 1/1000 of the normal sized brain. 
 
As scientists, however, to these prefixes we add meter, gram, or liter.  Meters are for linear measurements, 
grams are for mass, and liters are for volume.  So if we are talking about linear measurement we would talk 
about Kilometers, Dekameters, millimeters, etc.  1 Kilometer is equal to 1000 meters.  1 Hectometer is 100 
meters.  1 Dekameter is 10 meters.  1 decimeter is one tenth of a meter.  (In other words it takes 10 
decimeters to equal just one meter).  1 centimeter is one one hundredth of a meter.  (In other words it takes 
100 centimeters to equal just one meter).  1 millimeter is one one thousandth of a meter.  (In other words it 
takes 1000 millimeters to equal just one meter).   
 
Practice what you have just learned: 
 
1 meter = 100 centimeters         so 4 meters = ______ centimeters 
2 Hectometers = 200 meters     so 3 Hectometers = _______ meters 
1000 meters = 1 Kilometer       so 5000 meters = ________ Kilometers 
5500 meters = ________ Kilometers 
______ millimeters makes 1 centimeter 
______ centimeters make 1 decimeter 
______ decimeters makes 1 meter 
______ meters make one Dekameter 
a “Kilobrain” person is clever or not so clever? 
 
Which is bigger? (circle) 
 
Kilometer or meter? 
Dekameter or decimeter? 
centimeter or millimeter? 
millimeter or decimeter 
meter or millimeter? 
Hectometer or Dekameter? 
Dekameter or meter? 
decimeter or meter? 
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Match the objects with the units: 
 
A millimeter  the width of your knee 
A centimeter  the height of a four year old 
A decimeter  a little longer than the 100 yard dash 
A meter   about 2 and ½ times around the track 
A Dekameter  the width of the science room 
A Hectometer  the thickness of a fingernail 
A Kilometer  the width of your pinky 
 
 
 
 
How would you abbreviate?: 
 
METRIC ABBREVIATIONS      

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 Abbreviation?  Abbreviation?  Abbreviation? 
Kilometers  Kilograms  Kiloliters  
Hectometers  Hectograms  Hectoliters  
Dekameters  Dekagrams  Dekaliters  
meters  grams  Liters  
decimeters  decigrams  deciliters  
centimeters  centigrams  centiliters  
millimeters  milligrams  milliliters  
 
 
Think of something that is about…. (you must come up with your own example; you can’t use mine.) 
 
1 mm 

1cm 

1dm 

1m 

1Dkm 

1Hm 

1Km 

Kilometer Hectometer Dekameter meter decimeter centimeter millimeter 

Kilo K 
Hecto H 
Deka DK or DA 
base unit Meters (m), liters (L), grams (g), etc 
deci d 
centi c 
milli m 
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