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SKILLS INTRODUCTION

Inferring

Have you ever woken during the night to the sound of raindrops hitting your
window? Right away you think, “It’s raining outside.” You used an observation—
the sound of rain hitting the window—and your past experience to form a conclu-
sion about the weather. This kind of conclusion is called an inference.

Inferring is explaining, or interpreting, your observations. Reasonable infer-
ences make sense, and are based on observations and prior knowledge.
Unreasonable inferences may conclude too much from an observation.

Suppose you walk into a neighbor’s yard and observe the scene shown below. ‘
What are some observations and inferences you could make?

Observation: The tree is lying on the ground.
Inference 1: The saw was used to cut down the tree. (reasonable)

Inference 2: This saw has been used to cut down many trees. (unreasonable,
because you have no information about how often the saw is used)
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Observation: The leaves are in a pile.
Inference 1: The rake was used to move the leaves into a pile. (reasonable)

Inference 2: Two people worked together to rake the leaves. (unreasonable,
because your observation gives no information about the number of people

who worked in the yard
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Inferring (continued)

You can often use one observation to make several inferences. For example, if N
you wake up and hear water drops hitting the window, you can infer that it is 4
raining. What other inferences might you make using this same observation? ;

Observation: 1 hear water hitting the window.
Inference 1: The grass is wet. (reasonable)
Inference 2: Today’s baseball game might be canceled. (reasonable)

Each of the inferences above is reasonable based on the observation.
Reasonable inferences are not always correct, though. After you've made infer-
ences, you can determine if they are correct. In the examples above, you could
touch the grass to see if it is wet. You could call the coach to see if the baseball
game is canceled. In science, inferences are often verified by observations or with
experiments.

Tips for Making an Inference

# JBe sure your observations are correct before using them to make inferences.
¢ Use prior knowledge and past experjences when making inferences.
¢ Try to make more than one logigalinference from this same observation.

# Review each of your inferences-Make sure each inference is reasonable and
logical.

¢ Identify what information you need to determine whether your inference is
correct or incorrect. .

# Gather more information and check your inferences for accuracy.

eadin
Mﬁ) On a family trip, you observe a car by the side of the road. There
is a jack under the car, and one tire has been removed. What is one inference that
you could make from this observation? Can you be sure your inference is correct?
Why or why not?
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Reading Response Item

Answer the following in your science notebook using complete sentences.

On a family trip, you observe a car by the side of the road.  There is a jack under the car, and one tire has been removed.

1. What are two inferences that you could make from this observation?  
