
AKSCI ©2011 Alaska Department of Education and Early Development  Sink or Float?

SINK OR FLOAT?

Overview:
Students do an activity with objects to observe if they sink or float.

Objectives:
The student will:
•	 answer questions about objects that sink or float; and
•	 describe the physical properties of objects that sink or float.

Targeted Alaska Grade Level Expectations: 
Science
[3] SB1.1 The student demonstrates an understanding of the structure and properties of matter by classifying 

matter according to physical properties (i.e., color, size, shape, weight, texture, flexibility).
[3] SA1.1 The student demonstrates an understanding of the processes of science by asking questions, 

predicting, observing, describing, measuring, classifying, making generalizations, inferring, and 
communicating.

Materials:
•	 Various small items such as: sponges, pieces of pumice, fruit, small lidded containers like a film canister 

(some filled with water, some filled with air), soap, dense toys such as plastic animals, metal cars, balls with a 
variety of densities, bottle or jar lids, keys, coins, sea shells (enough for each group to have 10-12 items)

•	 Clear container, similar to a small aquarium without the lid (one per group)
•	 Cloth towels (one per group)
•	 Science journals

Vocabulary:
sink - to fall, drop, or descend gradually to a lower level
float - to rest or remain on the surface of a liquid
object - anything that is visible or tangible 
matter - something that occupies space
physical properties - properties that do not change the chemical nature of matter
texture - the visual and especially tactile quality of a surface
weight - the amount or quantity of heaviness or mass 

Activity Preparation:
1.  Fill containers about half full of water.

2.  Collect small objects to use during the investigation.

Activity Procedure:

1. Ask students if they have ever gone swimming and if so what happened to them when they lay on their 
back and stretched out their arms in the water. Discuss student responses. Ask students to help define the 
vocabulary words and write their definitions on the board.

2.   Tell students they are going to do an investigation to observe whether objects sink or float in a container of 
water. 
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3. Divide students into small groups and give each group a container and a towel (to use to wipe up any water 
spilled or to dry off an object. Each group should choose a set of objects to do the investigation. Ask them 
to record their observations in their individual science journals by dividing a page into two columns labeled 
Sink and Float, and label the row: I think it will. They should predict what each of their chosen objects would 
do and write sink or float on the line.  They may test an object more than once if they decide to do that. 
After they have tested the object to see what it did they should put an X in the appropriate column.

4. Bring students back together as a group and ask: What did you discover when you put the objects in the 
water?  Did the weight of the object make a difference? How about the texture? Shape? Size? What would 
happen if we put less water in the container? More water? What would happen if we used another liquid 
other than water? Let students investigate further with different liquids and amounts of water and record 
their observations in their science journals by drawing pictures with labels and/or sentences.

5. Leave objects and tubs of water at the classroom science center for students to do more investigations.

Extension Ideas:

1. Read the book The Magic School Bus Ups and Downs-A Book About Floating and Sinking by Joaanna Cole. 
Discuss the adventure Ms. Frizzle and the students enjoy.

2. Have students discuss why it is important to wear a life jacket when on a boat in the water.

3. Give students a small ball of clay and ask them to form a boat that could float in water.


