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Basic Electrical Terminology
AC – Alternating Current

An electric current that reverses its direction 
many times a second at regular intervals.

Amp/Ampere
A unit of measure for the intensity of an 
electric current flowing in a circuit. One 
ampere is equal to a current flow of one 
coulomb per second.  The ampere is used 
to measure electricity much as “gallons per 
minute” is used to measure water flow.

Circuit Breaker
An automatic device for stopping the flow 
of current in an electric circuit. To restore 
service, the circuit breaker must be reset 
(closed) after correcting the cause of the 
overload or failure.

Ground
The reference point in an electrical circuit 
from which voltages are measured, a 
common return path for electric current, or 
a direct physical connection to the Earth.

Ohm
A unit of measure of resistance. One ohm 
is equivalent to the resistance in a circuit 
transmitting a current of one ampere when 
subjected to a potential difference of one volt.

Open/Open Circuit
An open or open circuit occurs when a 
circuit is broken, such as by a broken wire 
or open switch, interrupting the flow of 
current through the circuit. It is analogous 
to a closed valve in a water system. 
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Polarity
A collective term applied to the positive 
(+) and negative ( - ) ends of a magnet or 
electrical mechanism such as a coil or 
battery. 

Resistance
The opposition to the passage of an 
electric current. Electrical resistance can 
be compared to the friction experienced 
by water when flowing through a pipe. 
Measured in ohms.

Short/Short Circuit
This occurs when one part of a circuit 
comes in contact with another part of the 
same circuit, diverting the flow of current 
from its desired path. 

Volt
A unit measure of voltage. One volt is equal 
to the difference of potential that would 
drive one ampere of current against one 
ohm resistance.

Watt
A unit of electrical power. One watt is 
equivalent to one joule per second, 
corresponding to the power in an electric 
circuit in which the potential difference is 
one volt and the current one ampere.  It 
is obtained by multiplying the current (in 
amperes) by the electrical pressure (in volts) 
which cause it to flow: watts = amps x volts.


