
How does heat travel? – 1
Read the text.

Heat is a form of energy or power. We can feel heat from sources like the sun or a fire; from 
friction when we rub our hands together; from hot water from a tap; and from appliances 
such as heaters, toasters and electric blankets. But how does the heat travel so we can 
feel it?

Heat travels into and out of objects. This is called heat transfer. All objects are made up 
of tiny particles called atoms and molecules. If an object is hot, its molecules and atoms 
move quickly. If an object is cooler, they will move much slower. Heat travels from one 
object to another through conduction, convection or radiation.

Conduction is the main way heat travels through solid 
objects. When you stir a pot of hot soup with a metal spoon 
(a solid), the spoon will gradually heat up all the way to the 
handle. The molecules and atoms in the spoon move more 
quickly and bump into others. Heat travels throughout the 
spoon in this way and it can get quite hot to touch. Metal is 
a good conductor. The pot is made of metal, too, and will 
also get very hot.

What happens if you use a wooden or plastic spoon to stir the soup? Wood and plastic are 
not good conductors of heat. Heat does not travel easily through them. They are called 
insulators. You will notice that most pots have plastic handles. This is so we can hold the 
pot and not burn our hand.

Gases and liquids transfer heat by convection. 
When a pot of cold soup is put on a hot plate, 
the soup (a liquid) at the bottom heats up first. 
This warm soup is lighter and moves up to 
the top where the soup is cooler. The cooler 
soup moves down. The warmer and cooler 
molecules and atoms mix until the temperature 
is the same throughout. The same thing 
happens when we turn on a heater in a cold 
room. The air (a gas) is heated right in front of 
the heater. Warm air is lighter than cool air so it 
rises. Cool air comes down to take its place. It 
gets warmed and rises. The movement of the 
liquid or gas is called a convection current.

Radiation is another way of heat transfer. It is the spreading out of heat rays. The sun is 
the best example. Heat from the sun cannot travel by conduction or convection because 
space is almost completely empty. We feel heat from the sun as it travels to Earth by 
infrared rays. We can also feel heat from a light bulb in the same way. It radiates heat into 
the surrounding air.
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