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

Make a Tissue Paper Electroscope 
Stem Challenge 

Description 

Construct a scientific tool that detects the presence of an electric 

charge! 

Materials 

• Lump of clay

• Flexible straw

• Tape

• Tissue paper

• Scissors

• Sheet of acetate

• Paper

Procedure 

1) Cut a 4-inch square from the paper and another 4-inch square from

the acetate.  Set the squares aside.

2) Cut a one-inch strip of tissue paper that is eight inches long.  Set

the strip aside.

3) Form a lump of clay on the table and stand the straw in the center

so that the flexible end of the straw is at the top.

4) Bend the top of the straw over so that the bent part is parallel with

the surface of the table.
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5) Hang the tissue paper strip loosely over the bend in the straw so 

that both ends or leaves of the tissue hang down a similar length but 

do not hit the shaft of the straw. 

6) Place a tiny amount of tape on the tissue paper to help hold the 

tissue paper in place. 

7) Place the paper square flat on the table. Rub the acetate square 

against the paper square to charge the acetate up.  

8) Hold the charged acetate near one leaf of the tissue drape.  What 

happens? 

9) Charge the plastic acetate again and touch the other leaf of the 

tissue drape.  What happens now? 

10) Try charging the acetate again.   This time, place the acetate 

square between the leaves of the tissue paper.  What do you notice? 

11) How else could you charge the plastic acetate? 

12) What could you use instead of the tissue paper or the acetate? 

13) Change one thing at a time and test each one. 

  

My Results 
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Explanation 

An electroscope is a device that can demonstrate the presence of a 

static electric charge by making something move. In this example, the 

tissue paper leaves on the electroscope start out with a neutral charge.  

The plastic is given a negative charge from the square of paper.  The 

negative charge of the plastic makes the electrons in the first neutral 

tissue leaf move away and leave a positively charged side.  If the 

plastic and the tissue make contact, the extra electrons on the plastic 

move onto the tissue, so that leaf is now negatively charged.  A similar 

process happens with the second tissue leaf.  Once both tissue leaves 

are negatively charged, the repulsive force is so strong that the leaves 

repel or lift away from each other, even defying gravity.  This is 

further illustrated when the charged plastic is placed between the 

tissue leaves, causing the leaves to push even further apart. 

Investigate further.  There are many examples of electroscopes that 

can show when an object has a static charge.  We made ours out of 

tissue paper and straws, but one of the first was simply a pivoting 

needle that could rotate when a charged object was nearby.  Other 

examples include a pith ball electroscope, which was made of a plant 

material hung from thread that would attract toward a nearby charged 

object.  Or how about the gold leaf electroscope that could transfer 

electric charges through a touched metal plate down to the thin gold 

leaves that could repel when charged?  Try designing and making your 

own electroscope! 

Parents and Educators: use #CuriousCrew 

#CuriosityGuide to share what your Curious Crew learned! 

Curious Crew is a production of Michigan State University.
Learn more at WKAR.org. 
© MSU Board of Trustees.  All rights reserved. 


