AT HOME

Static electricity - salt and pepper
Static electricity is a difficult topic and concept to explain to young children. So don’t! Ask them what they think is
happening, listen and ask questions. Stand back and let them form their own ideas on how this exploration works.
Let them experiment themselves and make up their own ideas. Let the wonder begin.

Method
Shake some salt and pepper on to the plate. Explain to your
children that the challenge is to separate the salt and the
pepper, and they only have a plastic spoon to do it with. Let
them experiment with it for a while! Explore the different ways
that your children think will split up the salt and pepper. What
works? What doesn’t?
Then show them how to rub the spoon on their shirt to
produce static electricity. Wave the back of the spoon closely
over the salt and pepper mix. The pepper will stick to the back
of the spoon, and the salt will not.

Observations, conclusions, ideas

!

White ground pepper works better for this than cracked
pepper. This is because the white pepper is finer and has
lighter particles so will be attracted more easily to the back of
the spoon by the static electricity.
A balloon will work even faster and produce an even better
result to divide the salt and pepper clearly - you can also use
a balloon to make interesting hairstyles.

Equipment list
Plate
Salt
Pepper
PLASTIC spoon (important!)
Balloon

What’s the STEM?
Interested adults might like to know that
static electricity is formed when you drag your feet
across a carpet or by rubbing a balloon on your
shirt. It is called static electricity because the
energy is now flowing or moving. The charge from
the energy stays on the surface of the object.
The best way of forming static electricity is to rub
two objects together that are NOT good conductors.
Examples of poor conductors of electricity are
paper, wood, glass, rubber, Teflon. Electrons from
one object rub off onto the surface of the other. So,
this activity will NOT work with a metal spoon
because it’s a good conductor.

Extended learning
Can you think of how other particles could be split
up? What about Salt and Sand? Or, one of my
favourites, getting the chocolate chips out of flour!

