
STAYING SAFE WITH HANDWASHING
GRADES 6–8 SCIENCE ACTIVITY

Washing your hands is an effective way to reduce the spread of microorganisms. During this 
time of COVID-19, it is especially important to wash them, and wash them well with soap and 
water. Many organizations such as The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) offer 
information about handwashing to protect you against COVID-19. Here’s what the CDC has 
to say:

•   Wash your hands often with soap and water for at least 20 seconds, especially after you   
    have been in a public place, or after blowing your nose, coughing, or sneezing.
•   If soap and water are not readily available, use a hand sanitizer that contains at least 60%  
    alcohol. Cover all surfaces of your hands and rub them together until they feel dry.
•   Avoid touching your eyes, nose, and mouth with unwashed hands.

Similarly, the World Health Organization (WHO) gives the following handwashing advice: 

•   Clean hands frequently with soap and water, or alcohol-based hand rub.
•   Wash hands after coughing or sneezing; when caring for the sick; before, during, and after  
    food preparation; before eating; after using the toilet; when hands are visibly dirty; and 
    after handling animals or waste.

So now that you know what to do, let’s explore the science of this practice with a hands-on 
(no pun intended) activity.

Materials
•   Plate
•   Vegetable oil, one teaspoon
•   Flour, one teaspoon
•   Hand towel
•   Soap
•   Spoon

© Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 1

Procedure

1. On a small plate, create a mixture using about one teaspoon of vegetable oil and one 
      teaspoon of flour. Use the spoon to stir this mixture. Continue stirring until the mixture
      is uniform.

       Next to a sink, set aside a hand towel and a bar of soap, or container of liquid soap.

      While over the sink, transfer all of the mixture into the palm of one hand. Rub both hands         
      together until mixture is spread all over your hands and around each of your fingers. Make 
      a mental note of how your hands feel now so you can answer this question later. Or, if you  
      have a partner, have them write your explanation for this step in the data table below.
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      Without using any water, spend 20 seconds wiping your hands clean with the hand towel.  
      Again, make a mental note of how your hands feel or have your partner write your 
      explanation for this step in the data table.

      Next, wash your hands with only water for 20 seconds. Then, once again, judge whether 
      your hands feel clean or if there still a residue left behind and make a mental note for later or  
      have your partner write your explanation for this step in the data table.

      Finally, wash your hands with soap and water. This time lather up your hands and give them  
      a good scrub for about 20 seconds. Do your hands feel different after using a soap and 
      water solution? Write your description for this step in the data table.
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COLLECT DATA
Provide a detailed description of how your hands felt at the end of each step.

Step

Step 3

Step 4

Step 5

Step 6

Description of how hands felt at each step

Transferring Knowledge
Apply what you have learned to explain the spread of COVID-19.

    Why is handwashing important in the wake of COVID-19?

    Why might handwashing be an important everyday practice?
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Claims, Evidence, and Reasoning

Make a claim that compares the effectiveness of washing your hands with soap and water      
for 20 seconds against other ways of hand cleansing. What evidence will you use to 
support your claim? What reasoning strategy will you apply?



STAYING SAFE WITH HANDWASHING
PARENT/TEACHER RESOURCES

Materials
•   Plate
•   Vegetable oil, one teaspoon
•   Flour, one teaspoon
•   Hand towel
•   Soap
•   Spoon

Objective
Students will explore the effectiveness of different methods of handwashing.

Time Required
30 minutes
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SCORING RUBRIC
Transferring Knowledge

1. Students should recognize from the activity the importance of thoroughly washing hands 
with soap and water. Handwashing not only removes dirt but also germs, such as the 
COVID-19 virus, from the hands. Keeping hands clean also helps prevent germs from 

      contaminating the mouth, nose, and eyes, and from contaminating other people or objects.  

1. Students should be able to transfer their knowledge of the importance of handwashing to 
help prevent the spread of COVID-19 to similar prevention of other illnesses.
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Claims, Evidence, and Reasoning

Students’ claims should state that handwashing with soap and water for at least 20 seconds is 
more effective than simply wiping hands on a towel or washing without soap or without water. 

Support for claims should include the following:
•   A summary explanation of the data collected to describe how their hands felt after Steps   
    3 through 6 of the procedure.
•   Application of these results to explain that handwashing with soap and water for at least          
    20 seconds is an effective method of handwashing to help prevent contamination. 


