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

Tricky Toothpick 
Investigation #1 

Description 

Can you make a toothpick dance? 

Materials 

• A nickel

• Flat toothpick

• Table

• Clear plastic cup

• 9-inch round balloon

• A friend

Procedure 

1) Blow up the balloon and tie the end.  Set the balloon aside.

2) Stand the nickel up on its edge in the center of the table.

3) Carefully balance the toothpick on top of the nickel.

4) Turn the cup over and cover the balanced toothpick and nickel.

5) Rub the balloon on your friend’s hair.  Ask your friend to predict

what will happen when the balloon is brought close to the cup.

6) Try holding the balloon close to the cup.  What did you notice?

My Results 
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Explanation 

When the balloon is brought near the cup, the toothpick begins to 

move.  The toothpick rotates on the edge of the standing nickel and 

then falls off.  You might think that the toothpick was affected by 

moving air, but that wasn’t the case because the toothpick was covered 

by the cup.  The movement is evidence of static electricity.  All the 

items are made of matter, which is made of atoms.  The atoms are 

made of positively charged particles in the nucleus center called 

protons, as well as negatively charged particles spinning around the 

nucleus called electrons.  When the balloon is rubbed through the hair, 

the balloon collects additional electrons on its surface, making the 

balloon negatively charged.  When the balloon moves near the cup, the 

positive charges in the toothpick are attracted to the extra electrons 

on the balloon.  That attraction between the opposite charges is strong 

enough to move the toothpick, and the toothpick falls.   

Investigate further!  Here’s another way to try this experiment.  

Press the top of a pushpin into a lump of clay so that the point of the 

tack faces up.  Then fold a tiny square piece of tissue paper in half so 

that the crease is on the tip of the tack.  Cover the system with the 

cup and use the balloon as before.  The paper will spin but can balance 

much better than the toothpick. 

Parents and Educators: use #CuriousCrew 
#CuriosityGuide to share what your 
Curious Crew learned! 
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