Characteristics of Living Things 
Every individual living thing is made of smaller parts. The smaller parts have different functions, but all of the parts work together to enable the individual to live and survive in its environment. The smaller parts are made of even smaller parts, which are made of smaller parts, and smaller parts, until you reach the smallest part of all: the cell. The cell is the basic building block of all living things. 
What makes something alive? A bird walking around and eating is obviously alive. A crab walking on a rock is alive. Is an amoeba alive? It has no legs, brain or eyes. Can something that small be alive? To a biologist the answer is "yes". When biology says something is alive it is not based on thinking and consciousness but about surviving and reproducing. There are some basic rules for defining life. 

Things that are alive do the following 8 basic things: 
(1) They move. It might be as obvious as a walking dog or something very subtle like the sap flowing through a tree. Rocks are not alive because they do not move on their own.  LOCOMOTION
(2) Things that are alive (on Earth) have cells. They might be one cell or billions. The basic organization of an organism is a cell. Trees have cells. Animals have cells. A teapot does not have cells. An amoeba is only one cell but still a cell.  CELLS
(3) Those cells have chemical reactions happening. Inside of all cells there are thousands of reactions happening all of the time. Scientists call all of those reactions the cell's metabolism.  METABOLISM
(4) Cells and organisms like to stay healthy. Just think about you. Your body likes to be a certain way. When you are hungry you eat and when you are tired you sleep. Your body wants to be healthy and feel its best. Scientists call that desire to stay a certain way homeostasis.  HOMEOSTASIS
(5) Living things grow and change. You start as one cell and wind up as millions. A tree might start as one cell and grow to be 100 feet tall. An amoeba gets bigger and bigger until it needs to divide. Leading to…   GROWTH

(6) Living things reproduce. They may have babies or they may just split into two pieces like an amoeba. When an organism has a baby it is called sexual reproduction. Splitting in two pieces is called asexual reproduction. Asexual and sexual reproduction are two ways that organism can reproduce.  REPRODUCTION  

(7) Organisms also react to their environment. You pull back when someone pokes you with a pin. An amoeba might ooze away if it senses poison in the water. Even a tree will grow a certain way to get the best light. Those reactions lead to… RESPONSE TO STIMULI

(8) Creatures change over time. We're not talking about your moving from a hot to a cold area. We're talking about over millions of years. Organisms and species change. They may get better suited for their surroundings and do well. They may also change for the worse and die off. Rocks don't change over millions of years. It may become sand but its structure and makeup haven't changed.  EVOLVE
Are there things that may or may not be alive? Yes. There are things called viruses. While a virus may be able to move and react to its surroundings, it needs a host cell for growth and reproduction. Scientists know it is not dead like a rock or a microwave oven. But it fails to meet the criteria (definitions) of a living organism.
