
              Measuring Metric Volume 

 

Volume is the amount of space a substance takes up. In the metric system, the basic unit used to 

measure liquid volume is the liter. Most students are familiar with liters because soda pop is packaged in 

one, two, and three liter bottles. 

Volumes smaller than a liter can be described using a metric prefix with the basic liter unit. Most 

of the substances we measure in science class are measured in milliliters. There are 1,000 milliliters in a 

liter. A single milliliter is 1/1,000 of a liter. A teaspoonful of liquid contains about 5 milliliters.  A 

Unifix© cube measures 1 centimeter by 1 centimeter by 1 centimeter. Solid volumes are measured in 

cubic centimeters. If you were to fill this cube with liquid, you would have one milliliter of liquid. 

 Scientists often use abbreviations for metric units. It is important to know and recognize 

these abbreviations. Notice that the abbreviation for liter is an upper case letter while the prefix is a lower 

case letter. liter L 

 milliliter  rnL 

To measure liquid volume we use a beaker or a graduated cylinder. The marks on these 

containers that indicate the number of milliliters are called graduations. When measuring a liquid in one 

of these containers, you should view the liquid at eye level as shown in the diagram. If you are using a 

graduated cylinder made of glass, you will notice that the upper surface of the liquid is curved or 

crescent-shaped. This curved surface is called a meniscus. The liquid volume should be read from the 

bottom of the meniscus. A plastic container will not have a meniscus. The volume is simply read from 

the level of the liquid. The volume of the liquid in the diagram is 35 mL 

 
It is important to determine how many milliliters are represented by each mark on the beaker or 

graduated cylinder. If every single milliliter does not have a mark, you must estimate the amount if the 

liquid level falls between two marks. Different containers are marked with different graduations. Look 

carefully at the container you are using to determine the number of milliliters each graduation mark 

represents. Look at the graduated cylinders pictured on the this page and determine the volume of liquid 

in each container. 

  

 


