
Another FREE SAMPLE LAB from 
TOPS LEARNING SYSTEMS!

This TOPS Idea is taken from an original series of black-and-white line 
masters, adapted to stand alone as an independent mini-lesson. Please 
purchase our original book to get the whole in-depth program.

Find more at www.TOPScience.org!
01 PENDULUMS (gr 8-12)
02 MEASURING LENGTH (gr 6-10)
03 GRAPHING (gr 6-10)
04 BALANCING (gr 6-11)
05 WEIGHING (gr 5-10)
06 METRIC MEASURE (gr 8-12)
07 MATH LAB (gr 7-12)
08 PROBABILITY (gr 6-10)
09 FLOATING &  SINKING (gr 7-12)
10 ANALYSIS (gr 5-10)
11 OXIDATION (gr 6-10)
12 SOLUTIONS (gr 6-10)
13 COHESION/ADHESION (gr 6-10)
14 KINETIC MODEL (gr 7-12)
15 HEAT (gr 8-12)
16 PRESSURE (gr 7-12)
17 LIGHT (gr 6-11)
18 SOUND (gr 7-12)
19 ELECTRICITY (gr 8-12)
20 MAGNETISM (gr 8-12)
21 MOTION (gr 7-12)
22 MACHINES (gr 7-12)
23 ROCKS & MINERALS (gr 6-12)
31 PERFECT BALANCE (gr K-12)
32 ELECTRICITY (gr 3-8)
33 MAGNETISM (gr 3-8)
34 PENDULUMS (gr 4-9)
35 METRIC MEASURING (gr 5-9)
36 MORE METRICS (gr 6-10)
37 ANIMAL SURVIVAL (gr 3-8)
38 Green Thumbs: RADISHES (gr 3-8)
39 Green Thumbs: CORN & BEANS (gr 4-12)
40 EARTH, MOON & SUN (gr 7-12)
41 PLANETS & STARS (gr 7-12)
42 FOCUS POCUS (gr 5-10)
43 FAR OUT MATH (gr 9-12)
44 SCALE THE UNIVERSE (gr 5-12)
45 PI IN THE SKY (gr 5-12)
61 A SUMMER START (gr 1-8)
62 Intermediate ABC SOUP (gr 4-8)
63 PEACEFUL PROCEDURES (gr 1-8)
64 Primary ABC SOUP (gr 1-3)
71 Primary LENTIL SCIENCE (gr K-3)
72 Intermediate LENTIL SCIENCE (gr 3-6)
73 GET A GRIP Workstation (gr K-6)
91 GLOBAL TOPS (gr 3-10)
100 TRIPLE MAGNIFIER (gr 3-12)
200 CARTESIAN DIVER (adapts K-12)
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petrified paper …adapted from ROCKS & MINERALS #23 
by TOPS Learning Systems

OBJECTIVE
  To model how dissolved minerals petrify wood.

LAB NOTES
  Photocopy the activity above for each student or lab 
group.
Step 1. More than a level tablespoon will create prob-
lems. A mineral crust will form and slow the drying of the 
“log” from a matter of days to possibly weeks.

EXTENSION
  Grow stalactites and stalagmites! Use a strip of 
paper towel to wick a solution of Epsom salts through 
a gap of about 1 cm from a smaller plate resting on a 
larger one. The solution will first flood and crystallize on 
the bottom plate, but as the drip slows, first a stalactite 
forms on the end of the towel, then a stalagmite where 
the drips lands. Slower drips and drier air favor faster 
growth. Add more solution to the top plate as needed. 
These structures are hollow and will crumble easily. 

ANSWERS
3. Similar: Dissolved salts will likely soak 
into the paper towel and remain there as 
water evaporates. The log might harden 
like stone. Different: These minerals will 
add to, but probably not replace, the pa-
per fibers over the relatively short time 
needed for this lab. (Actual petrification 
occurs over hundreds of years.)

4a. As predicted, magnesium sulfate 
was absorbed by the towel and hard-
ened as the water evaporated away.
4b. Like petrified wood, this log will not 
burn. When exposed to flame, magne-
sium sulfate melts and bubbles, turns 
brittle and starts to crumble. The paper 
blackens a bit but does not burn.

EVALUATION
Q. How does wood petrify?
A. Over a very long time, water slowly 
replaces wood fibers with dissolved 
minerals.

MATERIALS
• Epsom salts (magnesium sulfate).  
• Plate(s) and tablespoon.  
• Paper towel, candle, and matches. 

1. Mix a level table-
spoon of Epsom salts 
(magnesium sulfate) 
with 2 tablespoons 
water on a plate.

3. Wood petrifies (turns to stone) as dissolved minerals in water 
slowly replace wood fiber. How might your log 
model this process? How might it be different?

2. Fold a paper towel into quarters and roll it into a “log.” 
Lay it in your mineral water “swamp”  
to evaporate until dry.

4. Wait several days until your log 
is completely dry.
  a. Evaluate your prediction.
  b. Does  your petrified log burn?

magnesium 
sulfate

water

This may 
need a week 

to dry!


