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Curiosity Guide #709 
Static Electricity 
Accompanies Curious Crew, Season 7, Episode 9 (#709) 

 

Van de Graaff Plume 
Investigation #2 

 

Description 

Do opposites attract?  Or repel? 

 

Materials 

• Van de Graaff generator 

• Plume strand 

• Tape 

  

Procedure 

1) Plug in the Van de Graaff generator. 

2) Press the plume onto the top of the generator. 

3) Add a bit of tape to hold it in place. 

4) Make sure the discharging wand is grounded to the base of the 

generator. 

5) Turn on the generator. 

6) Bring the wand close to the dome and then move the wand away. 

7) What do you notice? 

  

My Results 
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Explanation 

Van de Graaff generators were invented by Robert Van de Graaff in 

1933.  These generators can separate negative and positive electric 

charges.  This is achieved by having two rollers of different materials 

rotate an insulated belt.  As the belt contacts the first roller, the 

roller gets charged while the belt becomes oppositely charged.  

Depending on the materials of the roller, the belt could become either 

positively or negatively charged.  In either case, the charged particles 

on the belt travel up and across a metal comb onto the surface of the 

dome.  As more charged particles cover the surface, the particles try 

to repel, even separating the strands on the plume.  As the wand moves 

in, there is an attraction to the opposite charge on the wand that 

results in a static discharge.  The strands drop to the dome’s surface 

only to become charged up once again. 

 

Think about this.  To understand static electricity, we need to think 

about atoms, those tiny particles that make up everything that takes 

up space.  An atom has a nucleus in the center that holds neutrons and 

protons, while electrons orbit the nucleus.  When two objects rub 

against each other, some electrons could move from one object and join 

an atom on the other object.  The object with extra electrons is 

negatively charged, while the object that lost electrons is positively 

charged. Those opposite charges attract, while the same charges will 

push apart or repel. 

 

Parents and Educators: use #CuriousCrew 

#CuriosityGuide to share what your Curious Crew learned! 
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