
Scientific notation (AA/AI SL 1.1)

Intuition Pump for Understanding Scientific Notation:

1. Astronomical Distances: Consider the vast distances in space. The distance from Earth to 
the nearest star is so immense that writing it in regular decimal form is impractical. Scientific 
notation allows us to express this enormous number as a power of ten, making it 
manageable and easier to understand.

2. Ant vs. Elephant: Compare the weight of an ant to that of an elephant. Writing out the full 
weight of each in grams would show a stark contrast in the number of zeros. Scientific 
notation levels the playing field by scaling down these numbers to a similar format, 
highlighting the actual difference in scale.

3. Computer Storage: Modern computers store vast amounts of data. The difference 
between a gigabyte and a terabyte is a factor of 1,000, which is easily represented in 
scientific notation, clarifying the comparison without counting out all the zeroes.

4. Time in Seconds: If you wanted to find out how many seconds you've lived, you'd end up 
with a very large number. Scientific notation converts this into a figure that's much easier to 
read and work with, preserving the meaning without the unwieldy length.

5. Microscopic Measurements: When measuring atoms or molecules, the numbers get 
exceedingly small. Scientific notation allows us to express these tiny measurements in a 
succinct manner, with negative exponents indicating just how small these quantities are.

6. Population vs. Bacteria: The human population is over seven billion, while a single 
teaspoon of soil can contain a billion bacteria. Scientific notation helps us compare these 
vastly different numbers without getting lost in a sea of zeroes.

7. Penny Stacking: Imagine stacking pennies to reach the moon. The height of the stack in 
pennies would be an impractically large number to work with, but scientific notation 
summarizes it into a product of a reasonable number and a power of ten.

8. Zooming In and Out: Use the zoom feature on a digital map. As you zoom out from a 
street view to a city view, and then to a global view, think of it as changing the 'exponent' on 
the map scale, similar to adjusting the exponent in scientific notation to change the 'view' of 
a number.



Engaging with these large and small scale examples helps students to see the value of 
scientific notation in simplifying and making sense of extreme numbers.


