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11.2: Representing Valence Electrons with Dots
⚙ Learning Objective

Draw a Lewis electron dot diagram for an atom.

 
In almost all cases, chemical bonds are formed by interactions of valence electrons in atoms. To facilitate our understanding of how
valence electrons interact, a simple method for representing those valence electrons would be useful.

A Lewis electron dot diagram (or electron dot diagram, Lewis dot diagram, Lewis diagram, or Lewis structure) is a representation
of the valence electrons of an atom that uses dots that surround the chemical symbol of the element. The number of dots equals the
number of valence electrons in the atom. Dots are arranged to the right, left, above, and below the symbol, with no more than two
dots on any one side. For example, the Lewis dot diagram for hydrogen is simply

The side on which the dot is placed is not important, so the Lewis diagram for hydrogen may be drawn as:

      or            or            or      

As electrons are added around the chemical symbol, the general convention for dot placement is that one dot is placed on each side
before doubling up, though helium is a notable exception. The Lewis diagram for helium, with its two valence electrons, is:

Again, the side on which the dots are placed is not important, so the Lewis diagram for helium may be drawn as:

      or            or            or      

Placing the two dots together on the same side represents two electrons that are paired up. It turns out that the first energy level of
an atom holds a maximum of two electrons. Since helium atoms only have two electrons and the outermost energy level is the first
energy level, the two electrons have no other option but to be paired up. When the outermost energy level is any other level beyond
the first energy level, it may contain up to eight valence electrons. In other words, the maximum number of valence electrons that
an atom may have is eight, which is why we represent the Lewis diagrams of the elements with four sides that may show up to two
dots on each side.

Since the number of valence electrons for a main group element is equal to the Roman numeral, the generic Lewis diagrams for
each group are:

Table : Generic Lewis Diagrams Based on Position in the Periodic
Table

Group 
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Valence
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*Helium is an exception and has just two valence electrons (see above).

 
 

 
Figure : Use this periodic table for the examples and exercises below. An interactive periodic table may be found here.

  

✅ Example : Lewis Dot Diagrams
Write the Lewis diagram for each element.

A. sulfur
B. helium
C. potassium
D. aluminum

Solution

A. Sulfur (S) is located in Group VIA, so it has 6 valence electrons.
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B. Helium (He) atoms have two electrons and is the only exception for the main group elements in terms of valence electrons.

C. Potassium (K) is located in Group IA, so it has 1 valence electron.

D. Aluminum (Al) is located in Group IIIA (Group 13), so it has 3 valence electrons.

 

 

✏ Exercise 
Write the Lewis diagram for each element.

A. phosphorus
B. argon
C. silicon
D. magnesium

Answer A

Answer B

Answer C

: S ⋅
⬝ ⬝

⬝
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⋅Al
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⬝
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Answer D

 

Summary 
Lewis electron dot diagrams use dots to represent valence electrons around an atomic symbol. 
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