
   

Getting to Know: Cell Theory 
Until 1665, people didn’t really have a deep 

understanding of their own bodies. They didn’t realize 

that all living things are made up of tiny cells that 

perform all of the functions to keep us alive. Then, 

Robert Hooke looked through his microscope at the bark 

of a cork tree. He saw the spaces created by each of the 

cells of the cork tree’s bark and began to form a theory. 

Over time, the cell theory was refined to reflect new 

findings. Today, we know that 1) cells are the most basic 

unit of life, 2) all organisms consist of one or more cells, 

and 3) all cells are produced by other  cells.
 

Algae cells are easy to distinguish 
under a microscope. 

What are cells? 
Cells  are the smallest unit of life. They are the living 

building blocks that make up the bodies of all organisms, 

conducting all the same life processes that more 

complex organisms do. Cells  take in energy, use that 

energy to perform life functions, and  excrete wastes. 

Imagine trillions of cells excreting waste products into 

your body. This waste is all removed from your body by 

the excretory system, which ensures that your body isn’t 

filled up with toxic substances. 


Today, we have powerful microscopes that help us see what is going on inside cells. We  know 
that algae, for example, are made up of simple cells that contain chlorophyll  and other 
organelles. We also know that plants cells are surrounded by a cell wall, whereas animal cells 
do not contain chlorophyll or cell walls. 

Misconception 1:  I know simple organisms are made of cells, but humans aren’t 
made of cells, are they? 

Actually, every organism, complex or simple, is made of cells. Some organisms, like 
bacteria, are made of just a single cell. Larger organisms, like humans, are made of 
trillions of cells that work together. 
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How can cells make up so many different kinds of organisms? 
There certainly is an amazing diversity of life forms on Earth. It would be difficult to imagine 
them all made of the same cell. In fact, there are many different kinds of cells. 

Unicellular  organisms consist of just one cell. These cells go through life cycles just like more 
complex organisms. They grow and reproduce and then eventually die. Most one-celled 
organisms can’t be seen without a microscope, but they are very common. In fact, there are 
more living one-celled organisms on Earth than there are complex living things. 

Complex  organisms  contain  specialized 

cells  that  conduct  the  functions  important 

to  life.  Cells  that  perform  the  same  function 
combine to form tissue; tissue form organs, 

organs form organ systems,  and  organ 

systems  all  work  together  to  maintain  the 

health of the entire organism.  For  example, 

the  plants  cells  that  produce  chlorophyll 

form  the  leaves,  which  work  with  the  stem 

and  root  systems  to  keep  the  plant  alive. 





Your own body contains many kinds of 

specialized cells. For example, blood cells 

form blood (a kind of tissue), which is part 

of the circulatory system. The circulatory 
system works with the muscular system, the 
digestive system, the immune system, and 
others to make your body function properly. 
Each of these systems is made of specialized 
cells that perform special functions. 

 Complex  organisms  like  humans  contain  many 
 different types of specialized cells. Human blood,  
shown here,   contains red blood cells and a   
variety of white blood cells. 

Where do cells come from? 
All new cells are created when other cells reproduce through cell division. Each complex 
organism begins life as a single cell. The size of an organism increases as more cells are 
created and specialized tissues develop. 

Misconception 2:  I’ve heard of people drinking protein drinks because it gives 
them extra muscle cells. Where else can we get cells?  

Don’t be fooled! You cannot get extra muscle cells from any kind of drink. Living cells 
are created only through the reproduction of other living cells. Certain foods might give 
your body the energy or nutrients it needs to ensure that your cells keep reproducing, 
but they do not transfer cells directly to your muscles. 
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