
Activity #13 
FLOAT OR SINK? 
 
KEY CONCEPT 
Structures, such as metal boats, are able to float on water because their average 
density is less than the density of water. 

 
SKILLS Observing, classifying, hypothesizing, manipulating 
TIME 10-15 minutes 
AUDIENCE Students, grades 4-8 
 
SAFETY 
This activity needs no special precautions. 
 

CONTENT FOCUS 
We have seen that solids, which are more dense than a liquid, will sink in that 
liquid and solids, which are less dense than a liquid, will float on that liquid. Many 
metal items, like coins, will sink in water. However, a metal boat will float. Since 
density=mass/volume, increasing the volume of an object made of metal 
decreases the density of the object. Once the volume is increased so much that 
the density of the object is less than the density of water, the metal object will 
float. It is important to remember that forming the metal into a boat shape 
changes the density of the boat, however, the density of the metal itself cannot 
be changed. It is also important to remember that as cargo is loaded onto the 
boat, the mass of the “object” increases causing the density to increase as well. 
When the average density of the boat increases above that of the water, the boat 
sinks! 
 
ADVANCE PREPARATION 
Collect materials. 

 
TIPS 

• Oil-based clays work best. 
 

MATERIALS  (for each group of two) 
• clay 
• plastic containers for water 
• water 



• paper towels 
• trays (optional; to catch spilled water) 

 
 

PROCEDURE 
1. Fill the plastic container several inches deep with water. 
 
2. Roll a piece of clay into a ball and place it in the water. Does the clay float or 

does it sink?   
 
3. Find a way to get the clay to float in the water. 
 
 

DISPOSAL 
Materials may be stored for later use or discarded in the trash. Liquids may be 
rinsed down the drain. 
 
EXTENSIONS 
Add cargo, like pennies, to the boat. Have students try to make boats that will 
hold the most pennies. Explain that the pennies increase the mass of the boat 
and show them how increasing mass also increases density. 
 
 

SUGGESTED QUESTIONS 
1. Why did the ball of clay sink? 

The ball of clay sank because clay is more dense than water.   
 

2. Describe how you got the clay to float. 
Answers will vary. Basically students will form the clay into a boat-
shape. By increasing the volume of the clay, the density of the clay 
object decreases. When the density of the clay object is less than the 
density of water, the clay will float. 

 
 


