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EXAMINING OIL AND COAL

CHAPTER 11

ave your parents complained about the high 

cost of gasoline? What about the high cost 

of electricity? People all over the world use 

a lot of energy. Right now, a lot of the world’s energy 

comes from non-renewable sources. Obtaining and using 

these non-renewable sources, such as oil and coal, can 

have negative effects on the environment. And they 

will eventually run out. Energy keeps getting more 

expensive as world populations and economies grow and 

supplies shrink. 

Scientists are constantly looking for ways to improve our 

sources of energy. Right now, fossil fuels including oil and coal 

make up more than 80 percent of the U.S. energy needs. They 

are likely to continue being the sources for the majority of our 

energy for many years to come. Finding ways to make oil and 

coal more environmentally friendly, less expensive, and last 
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ENERGY FOR THE FUTURE

longer are important parts of meeting our energy needs of 

the future.

Fossil fuels are the remains of plants and animals that died 

millions of years ago. These fuels take a very long time to form. 

This is what makes them 

non-renewable energy 

sources. Fossil fuels include 

coal, oil, and natural gas. 

Coal is a black or brown 

rock made up mostly of 

carbon. Burning it as fuel 

releases large amounts of 

energy. Most coal in the 

United States is used to 

generate electricity. 

Crude oil, or 

petroleum, is a liquid fossil 

fuel. It is made of carbon 

and hydrogen. Petroleum 

is converted to gasoline, 

diesel, and jet fuel, which 

are our primary sources of 

energy for transportation. 

Finding ways to mine and 

GGasooline mmadee frrom oiil is aa veryy impportaant part 
oof our moodernn wayy of life.



6
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use coal and oil more efficiently will play a major role in our 

energy future. 

EEXPLLORIING FOSSSILL 

FFUELLS

In this book, your job is to learn about 

how coal and oil are used as energy 

sources and their role in our energy 

future. How were these energy sources 

formed? How are we using them? How do 

they produce energy? What can we do to 

make them more efficient and clean? 

Jamaal Carter is traveling to key 

destinations as part of a field team 

studying coal and oil. He will meet 

with experts in the field to help him 

learn more about oil and coal and how 

these energy sources fit into our future. 

Reading his journal will help you with 

your own research. 

OOil ccommes frroom aanccientt 
ccreaaturres tturnnedd intto foossil fuuelss 
aafteer mmillioons of yeaars oof hheatt
aand preessuuree..
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OIL WELLS

CHAPTER 22

y team and I kick off our research by 

learning about oil. We’ve come to an oil well 

in Texas. Adam Jacobs, the vice president of 

the oil company, meets us when we arrive. First he tells 

us a little bit about the oil his company is drilling for. He 

explains that oil is a fossil fuel. It formed from tiny sea 

creatures that lived more than 300 million years ago. 

When these sea creatures died, they sank to the bottom of 

ancient oceans and became covered with mud. The layers 

became thicker until there were hundreds and sometimes 

thousands of feet of earth covering the dead sea life. Over 

millions of years, pressure and heat turned the sea life 

fossils into oil and natural gas. 

Mr. Jacobs tells us that Edwin L. Drake in Titusville, 

Pennsylvania, drilled the first oil well in 1859. At first, oil was 

used for kerosene in lamps. Later, by the end of the 1880s, more 

and more cars were produced, and they ran on gasoline. By the 

1920s, there were nine million cars in the United States. Gas 
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stations began popping up everywhere. Since that time society 

has become dependent on crude oil.

Mr. Jacobs tells us that the oil well pumps oil from 

a reservoir underground. “Does anyone know what an oil 

reservoir is?” he asks. I imagine it’s an underground pool of oil, 

but Mr. Jacobs says this is wrong. He tells us that petroleum 

Eddwin L. Drake, rright, drrilled thee first oil well inn 1859.
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means “rock oil.” Oil reservoirs are actually areas of rock that 

have droplets of oil stored in the pores, or spaces, of the rocks. 

There are no underground pools of oil. 

We learn that drilling for oil is expensive. Scientists 

use sound waves to determine the best places to drill for oil. 

Sound travels through different types of rocks at different 

speeds. Computers help measure how fast sound waves move 

through rock. 

“Once we have found an oil reservoir,” Mr. Jacobs says, “we 

drill a production well. As soon as the well hits the reservoir, oil 

often rises. This is because pressure in the reservoir, from tons 

of rock lying on the oil, is 

released. As the pressure 

in an oil well decreases, 

the oil will no longer rise 

on its own. Mr. Jacobs 

tells us that they install 

pumps at this point 

to pump the oil out of 

the ground.” 

I look at the 

many pumps around 

us. I wonder if all oil is 

pumped on land. 

NNORRTHH DAAKKOOTAA OIIL BBOOOM

In 2006, North Dakota began experiencing 

an oil boom. In 2000, North Dakota 

produced 89,000 barrels of oil a day. By 2011, 

production had risen to more than 416,000 

barrels a day. This increased production 

helped the United States export more 

petroleum products than it imported in 2011, 

the first time that had happened since 1949. 

However, the United States still imported 

large amounts of crude oil. Could improved 

drilling technologies help the United States 

and the rest of North America become 

energy independent, or use energy only 

from sources in North America?
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