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Curiosity: A Map Is Not the Place
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Packet ID: g09_u01_w01
Connection: technology and everyday navigation
Reading time: 5 minutes
Accessibility: No visual is required. The map comparison is described in words below.

A question worth asking

When a navigation app redraws your neighborhood as colored lines and symbols, has it copied
your neighborhood exactly?

The chemistry story

A subway map answers a focused question: which stations connect, and where should a rider
transfer? To make that answer readable, it may bend tracks, spread crowded stations apart, and
leave out trees, buildings, and exact distances. Those omissions are not necessarily mistakes. They
are choices made for a purpose.

Chemists use models for the same reason. A particle drawing of a liquid might show dots close
together and moving past one another. It helps explain why a liquid keeps nearly the same volume
but changes shape in a container. The drawing does not show every particle, their true size, every
force, or the real speed of motion. It is a useful representation, not a photograph.

That distinction matters when claims are exciting. A device might display one number called
“hydration,” but the number is a model-based estimate made from a sensor signal. Before treating
it as a health measurement, we would ask: What did the device directly measure? How was the
estimate checked against a reference? Does it work under different temperatures, activity levels,
and skin conditions?

Observations are what we record with our senses or instruments: a number, color, mass, tempera-
ture, or time. An inference is an explanation that goes beyond the observation. Inferences can be
excellent, but they should be labeled and tested. Good chemistry begins by keeping evidence and
explanation in conversation without confusing them.

Think like a chemist

1. What feature does a subway map preserve especially well, and what feature can it distort?
2. A particle model draws water particles as blue circles. Which parts are evidence and which

are modeling choices?
3. Design one check that a wearable sensor company should use before advertising a health

estimate.

Vocabulary bridge
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Word Student-friendly meaning Where it appears in the packet

model a simplified representation
used to think or predict

7, 15, 19

observation something recorded with
senses or a tool

1–3, 14

inference an explanation based on
observations

1–2, 14

evidence observations or measurements
used to support a claim

12, 16–20
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