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Kia ora explorers! 

Surface tension is a pretty nifty situation 
created by the way molecules in water are 
attracted to one another. Complete this 
worksheet to learn all about it! 

 

GLOSSARY 

If you aren’t sure what these words mean, start by 
doing some research and writing a definition in 
your own words. 

 

Molecule 

 
Polarity 

 
Density 

 
 

WHAT IS SURFACE TENSION? 

Surface tension is a pretty nifty situation created by the way molecules in water 
are attracted to one another. Water molecules are made up of one oxygen atom 
and two hydrogen atoms, so we call water H₂O. 

H₂O molecules have polarity, which means they act almost like magnets! This is 
because there is have a positive charge on the hydrogen atoms and a negative 
charge nearer the oxygen atom. The positive part of one water molecule is 
attracted to the negative part of other molecules. This attraction creates a force 
which holds the water together and is stronger where the liquid meets air. 
Although it seems like a weak force when splashing around in the bath, it’s 
strong enough to do amazing things, as we’ll see in our experiment!  
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HOLY MOLY WE BROKE IT! 

The first part of this experiment requires testing, lots 
and lots of testing! Gather up some small objects 
and test whether these items sink or float water. 

Equipment: 

o Lots of different small items, like LEGO pieces, 
paper clips (the plastic-coated kind work best), 
coins, small toys and coins. 

o Glass or bowl, half full of water 

o Dishwashing detergent 

Test thoroughly, as you might find some objects are able to sink or float 
depending how gentle you are! 

Hint: 
This is especially true of plastic-coated paperclips and sewing needles, but some 
LEGO pieces also do this. You might need an adult to help balance these items 
on the surface of the water. 

Why do some objects sink? 

 
Why do others float? 

 
What on earth is helping some objects float instead of sink? Surface tension! 

A large heavy object will easily break the loose bonds between water molecules, 
while small light objects may not, and can be supported on top of the water until 
you push them through the surface. 

The next part of this experiment is to choose one of your objects that can sink or 
be supported by surface tension. Place it on top of the water. Carefully add some 
dish detergent to the glass. Be gentle so you don't disrupt the object too much. 

What happened to your object when you added detergent to the glass? 
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WHY DID THAT HAPPEN? 

Detergent is a type of surfactant. Surfactants are chemical compounds that 
reduce surface tension. Surfactants are found in all kinds of places! Which of the 
following is a place you would find a surfactant? 

a) Carnivorous plants 

b) Lungs 

c) Paint 

d) Shampoo 

e) All of the above 

 

RESEARCH PROJECT 

Choose one of the above options and write a paragraph about how surfactants 
are useful in this scenario. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


