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STATIC DISCO HANDS-ON ACTIVITY
EXPLAIN IT: Can you control electricity? 

90-SECOND SCIENCE

MATERIALS
• Plexiglass, approx. 9" × 13" × ¼"
•  4 wood, foam, or plastic blocks, approx.

1" × 1" × 2"
• At least 6–8 foam spheres, approx. 1" diameter
• Aluminum foil
• Adhesive tape
• Wool or polyester cloth, approx. 6" × 6"

Estimated Time: 30–45 minutes

Grades: K–12, for individuals or small groups

Description: Working in small groups, students will 
generate and experiment with static electricity and 
aluminum-wrapped spheres. 

Content Topics: Electric fields and forces

PROCEDURE

1.  Wrap some (but not
all) of the foam spheres
in aluminum foil.

2.  Lay out a sheet of
aluminum foil on a
flat surface and tape
it down.

3.  Place a block at each
corner of the aluminum
foil sheet. Then charge
the plexiglass by rubbing
it with the cloth. Lay the
plexiglass on top of the
blocks.

PHENOMENON BACKGROUND
ELECTRIC FORCE: An electric force is the attraction or repulsion between two charged objects. There are positive 
charges and negative charges. When two like charges (positive-positive or negative-negative) are placed near 
each other, they repel each other. When two opposite charges (positive-negative) are placed near each other, 
they attract each other.

ELECTRIC FIELD: An electric field is the area around any electrically charged object. When charges, or electrically 
charged objects, are placed near each other, their electric fields interact, generating forces of attraction or 
repulsion.

STATIC ELECTRICITY: Static electricity occurs when electrical charges build up on the surface of an object.

4.  Have students place
the foil-wrapped foam
spheres on top of and/or
under the plexiglass, and
then make observations.
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GATHER INFORMATIONi

ASK  What kinds of properties do these different materials have? 
 How have you experienced static electricity previously? 

GUIDE  Have you ever been able to generate static electricity? How?

MAKE A  If we place aluminum-wrapped spheres next to a statically 
CLAIM  charged piece of plexiglass, __________ because _________.

Note: Help students understand that static electricity results from rubbing objects together.

What do we know?

Follow the procedure on the first page.

TAKE ACTION!

TEACHER TIP

Avoid telling students 
whether their claims are 
correct. Use prompting 
questions or statements like, 
“Tell me more about that.”

1 2 3

4

WHAT COULD GO WRONG?

•    Humidity will keep static electricity from forming on the 
plexiglass. Do the experiment on a dry day or in a  
climate-controlled building to minimize air moisture. 

•    Students might hold the plexiglass, which could  
discharge the static.

•    The corner blocks need to be tall enough to allow the 
spheres to move, but not so tall as to be outside the  
reach of the static field.

•    Hand lotion can reduce the body’s conductivity and 
eliminate the effect.

?
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APPLY REASONING

What’s the science?

The cloth is leaving negatively charged electrons on the surface of the plexiglass, which creates 
static electricity.

Now that the surface of the plexiglass is negatively charged, it has an electric field. The aluminum 
foil covering the foam balls is a good conductor of electricity. The negative charge and the 
electric field cause the electrons in the aluminum foil to be repelled to the bottom of each sphere. 
This makes the top sides of the spheres positively charged and attracted to the plexiglass. Since 
the spheres are light, the attractive force is strong enough to lift the spheres up towards the 
plexiglass. The spheres will move around until they find a balance in the charges. 

Like the aluminum foil, your hands are a good conductor of electricity. When you move your hand 
close to the plexiglass or to the spheres, your hand disrupts the electric field. The spheres tumble 
away to try to find balance again. 

EXPLORE THE EVIDENCE

ASK  What did you observe? 

ASK  What questions do you have now?

ASK   What was different between placing the foam spheres 
under the plexiglass and placing them on top of it? 
Did any of you bring your hands close to the spheres?  
What did you see?

Note: Bringing hands close to the spheres may make the spheres bounce around 
the plexiglass again, as hands conduct electricity and disrupt the electric field. 

TEACHER TIP
Avoid answering the students’ questions. Let students 
freely brainstorm to get them thinking about related 
ideas and future research.
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KEEP EXPLORING!

TAKE IT FURTHER

Draw a Model
•  Have students in their small groups draw a model of what causes the

foil-wrapped spheres to dance. Be sure not to tell them what to draw.
If they ask, reply with Socratic questions like, “What do you think?”
or “How could you show that?” Then have the groups examine each
other’s work and make any necessary revisions to their own models.

Explore Deeper
• Recharge the plexiglass by rubbing it with the cloth again. Have

students take some of the foam spheres that have not been wrapped
in aluminum foil and place them under the plexiglass. Then have
students make observations.

• Further explore static electricity by using other types of cloths on
the plexiglass and other objects in place of the foam, aluminum foil,
or plexiglass.

• Facilitate a class discussion:

o Why do the spheres stop moving?

o  Why do the spheres move away from a person’s hand? Do they
react to everyone the same way? If not, why?

o What could be some practical uses for static electricity?

TEACHER TIP
Depending on where your students are in their study 
of electrical charges and fields, this activity can be a 
springboard into further exploration, or you can guide your 
students to develop an explanation of what is happening 
in terms of the foil interacting with the static electricity. 
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