H2WhOa! Walking Rainbow Water
“Just water?” No way! We may think we know about water, but science reveals it’s actually one of
the strangest compounds around. Try this experiment, and find out for yourself!
Materials:
•
Three (or more) small cups or glasses
•
Blue and yellow food coloring (and red, if you have it)
•
Two or three paper towels
Procedure:
Fill up two of the small cups with water, but leave the third cup
empty.
Add about six drops of yellow food coloring to one cup, and add
about four drops of blue food coloring to the other cup.
Fold both paper towels into long skinny rectangles.
Place one end of one of the towels into the blue cup, and the other
end into the empty cup. Do the same with the other towel and the
yellow cup. You may have to trim or fold the towels.
What happens when you put the paper towels into the colored
water? What do you predict will happen if you let it sit for 30 minutes?
If you like what you’re seeing, try adding a cup with red coloring,
and make a rainbow of colored water!
What’s Happening?
This experiment works because of cohesion, which is how water
molecules naturally stick together like magnets, and through
adhesion, which is how water molecules also naturally stick to other
substances, like the cellulose in a plant stem, or in a paper towel
(remember: paper towels are made of plants). When the adhesion is stronger than the cohesion,
water is drawn upward, against gravity!
This is a process called capillary action, and it’s how water gets from the ground to a plant’s roots,
up the stem, and out to its leaves. It’s also how tiny blood vessels exchange gases in our bodies.
In this experiment, the colored water adheres to the paper towel,
and when the towel becomes saturated with liquid (can’t hold any
more), the liquid drops into the empty cup. That’s when blue dye
combines with yellow dye in the cup to make…green!
Water forms droplets through cohesion, and clings to needles
through adhesion!

