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PHY-120
Surface Tension

Materials: 
Trays 
Straight Edge
Wax Paper
Pepper
3 Petri Dishes

Paper Clip
Thin Wire
Soap
Oil

Please work on the tray to keep your station clean

1. Fill a Petri dish with water as full as possible. Can the water rise over the rim without spilling out?  
Why?

2. Agitate the water surface in your container with your finger. Can you disturb the water without 
making it overflow?

3. Touch the water surface in your container with a slightly soapy finger. What happens? Why? What 
important concept follows from this observation?

4. In a new petri dish with clean water (and no soap!), try to float a paper clip on water. (Rub the clip 
on the side of your nose or forehead to make it greasy. Gently lower it into the water surface with a 
fork or other tool.) Given that the metal is denser than water, why does the paper clip float?

5. Make some water bugs with the thin wire, exploring how various leg configurations affect their 
stability and buoyancy. Make a drawing of a water bug that succeeding in floating.

6. Add a drop of soapy water to your container. What happens to the bug? How can you explain this?
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7. Place a drop of clean water (with no soap!) on a piece of wax paper.  Add some pepper to the water 
(pepper does not change the surface tension), then gently tilt the wax paper. How does the drop of 
water move?

8.  Place a second drop near the first drop, then push them together.  What happens?

9. Place a drop of oil on the wax paper. How does it move? Add a second drop of oil, and push the two
oil drops together.  How does the oil behavior compare with the water behavior?

10. Try to combine the oil and water droplets.  What happens?

11. Add a drop of soap to the oil/water droplets. What happens?

12. Fill a new petri dish half full with water.  Then, place a very small drop of oil on the surface of the 
water. Watch it expand into a circle. From the drop volume and the eventual area covered estimate 
the oil film’s thickness.

The volume of a drop can be read from the side of the syringe. (1 ml = 1 cm3) If the oil film is a 
circle, the area will be A = πr2.  With the area and the volume, calculate the thickness.


