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Modeling the Oil Spill:  Student Hand-out
Objectives
1. Students will observe the movement of oil under pressure in a tank of water
2. Students will compare the density of water with the density of water.
3. Students will observe the movement of oil on the water’s surface in response to winds.
4. Students will model the action of a dispersant on surface oil.
Materials
Large clear plastic container  12 x 24 x 10 inches (deep)

50cc syringe with fine gauge tube attached

Straws or small fans

Spray bottle

Modeling Clay

Cooking oil

Dawn dish detergent

Procedure
Part 1:  The Oil Spill
1. Stick a egg size piece clay to the bottom of the container.
2. Imbed the fine gauge plastic tube in the clay so that two ends are visible, allowing about 2 inches of one end and only .5 inches of the other to show.
3.   Set up a light so that the entire apparatus is back-lit.

5. When your model is secure, fill with water to within 1 inch of the top of the container.
6. Fill the syringe half way with oil.
7. Attach the end of the syringe to the 2 inch tubing under the water.
8. Force the plunger into the syringe so that the oil spurts out of the other end within the clay.
9. Allow about 10 cc to be removed from the syringe before withdrawing.
Part 2:  The Wind
1. Set up a small fan so the breeze it creates blows across your model.
2. Set up a second small fan blowing in a different direction but keep the first one on.
Part 3:  The Surfactant
1. Let the container of oil and water come to rest after removing the fans.
2.  Fill a spray bottle with Dawn dish detergent.
3. Lightly spray the surface of the oil coating the water.
STUDENT QUESTION SHEET
On a separate piece of paper, type your answers to the following questions demonstrating your understanding of this experiment.
1. You have attempted to create a model of the BP oil spill.  Why did your oil come up to the top of your container with such force?
2. Was this a reasonable model of the oil’s entry into the ocean?  Explain.
3. Why did the oil rise to the top of the surface?  What property of oil explains this?
4.  When you turned the fan on what describe what happened at the water’s surface.
5. Describe how the water changed when you turned on the second fan.
6. How did the dish detergent interact with the oil at the water’s surface?
7. Was this a good model of the real dispersant that was used by BP?  How was it different in its behavior?
Write definitions of the following words:

Density, surfactant, dispersant.

