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Alka-Seltzer Rocket Activity

Dorian Janney, After School Astronomy Clubs
You will need:

· clear 35mm film canisters ( the ones that have tops that fit snugly inside the canister- get these from any film developing shop)
· "Alka-Seltzer" tablets (at least four for each small group)
· water and containers to pour water from (cups, graduated cylinders, beakers)
· protective goggles
· a brick or a piece of wood to use as the launching pad
· paper towels
Preparation:
· You will probably want to do this activity outside as it can get messy, and the rockets may travel higher than 30 meters!

· I like to do this activity against a wall so that we have a reference point to help us measure how high the rockets travel.

· I place a brick against the wall to use as our “launch pad”. This also helps you keep control of when the rockets are being launched.

· I like to let the participants use plastic graduated cylinders to pour their water into the canisters. This allows them to keep track of how much water they use, and also makes them feel more like scientists.
Procedure:
1. Take a few minutes to show them the materials and explain the directions. Talk about safety, emphasizing the fact that they must be careful while launching the rockets. Show them the launch pad, and explain that all rockets must be launched from there, even the trial rockets. 
2. I usually have the participants work in small groups of three or four.  Before they begin making their rockets, I explain that they will only have four tablets to use during this activity, and that they will want to save one of these for the final contest.  Therefore, they can experiment with rocket design and their rocket fuel mixture, but they need to keep this in mind.

3. Explain that the purpose of this activity is to create a rocket that will fly the highest.  They will have about ten minutes to try some different experimental designs to determine how to make their rocket fly the highest. Ask them to brainstorm about some of the different variables that they can change in their experimental design.  If they don’t think of the following, you might mention them:
· the temperature of the water

· the amount of water

· how much of the table is used

· whether the tablet is whole, in pieces, or crushed
4. Let them design and test their rockets. I usually circulate and assist as needed, and always stand by the launch pad as different groups do their test launches.  To have even more fun with this activity, we count down from 10 as each rocket is placed on the launch pad. We also estimate how high the rocket went, and I will ask them how they might modify their investigation to increase their altitude, or what they did change that resulted in their rocket’s altitude increasing. I usually need to remind them about using their tablets sparingly (unless you have enough tablets to not worry about this aspect) and tell them how much time they have left.  I have had groups that wanted to do this part of the activity for almost an hour, and I vary the time depending on their interest and attention spans, how much time I have, and how much Alka-Seltzer tablets I can let them use up!
5. When the groups are ready for their “real” launch, let the contest begin!  Have the other groups watch as each group launches their rockets.  Count down!  Estimate how high each rocket goes. You may need to write this information down, depending on your short-term memory in the midst of chaos…  After all rockets have been launched, applaud the winning design!

6.  After cleaning up, gather the participants around you for some discussion about this activity.  You might want to ask them to discuss the following:

-  Which variables seemed to have the most impact on how high the rockets went?

-  What part of this activity did you find the most difficult and why?

-  How could this activity relate to actual space mission designs?
