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Inquiry Card

Tidy Up That Oil
Instructions:

Type of Inquiry:
Technological Problem Solving

Process Skills:
Observing, modelling, selecting,
measuring, gathering data,
recording, constructing, inventing, comparing, contrasting,
evaluating and reflecting.

The Scenario:
Motor oil, diesel and gasoline can be very damaging when
they are spilled and seep into the soil. They can render the
land unusable for farming and even contaminate
underground water. When a spill happens, it is crucial to
clean it as quickly as possible to prevent contamination. In
this activity, the young scientists will explore diﬀerent ways
to absorb and collect oil from a spill. Start the activity by
showing a video of how human hair is used to collect oil
spills in the ocean (youtu.be/2Q0cL4GsSqw).

Open-Ended Inquiry Questions:
•
•

What material will better absorb the oil from a spill?
What is the best way to get the absorbing material in
contact with the oil spill?
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Young scientists should:
1. Do some research on techniques
already used to clean oil spills.
2. Brainstorm some ideas of materials that
are readily available and inexpensive
that might be eﬃcient at absorbing oil.
3. Test out these materials and explore
ways to eﬃciently get the absorbing
material in contact with the oil spill.
4. Design a test that will compare two or
more methods for cleaning an oil spill on a farm.
5. Test each method and collect data.
6. Fine tune the method that gave the best results.

Scientific Principles:
For a safer experiment, simulated motor oil may be used
(mix of vegetable oil and cocoa powder). Forces of
adhesion between the molecules of the absorbing material
and the oil are necessary to clean the spill. As they test a
variety of materials, they will realize that some materials
are good at absorbing water, but ineﬃcient with oil and
vice-versa. Water and oil have very diﬀerent properties.
They may also want to explore the use of superabsorbant
polymers (e.g. diapers).

