Rust – the Crust that Makes Stuff Bust
Iron is a metal that easily rusts. Steel wool
has iron in it so steel wool can rust. Besides
iron, two other substances are needed to
make steel wool rust. By doing this activity,
you can get a good idea about what they
are!
Materials:
Steel wool pad
2 clear plastic cups
Water
Vegetable oil
Procedures:
1. Ask an adult to wash all the soap out of
the steel wool pad. When all the soap is
out, ask your adult partner to separate
the steel wool into two equal clumps.
2. Place each clump into the bottom of its
own plastic cup.
3. Add water to one cup so that some of
the steel wool is sticking out above the
surface of the water.

4. Add water to the other cup so that it
completely covers the steel wool. Next,
carefully add vegetable oil on top of the
water so that a layer of oil about 1 1/2– 2
centimeters thick is on the water's surface.
Let the cups sit over night.

Look at the cups the next day. What do you
observe? In which cup did the steel wool
seem the most rusted? Based on this
experiment, what two substances do you
think are needed to make steel wool rust?
Think about this …
Some pennies are bright and shiny and
some are dull and dark. The dark ones have
had a chemical reaction take place on the
surface of the copper. Water, oxygen and
the chemical sulfur have joined with the
copper to produce the dark material. Have
your adult partner help you squeeze one
drop of lemon juice onto a dark penny. Let
the drop stay on the penny for about 10
minutes and then wash it off. What did you
notice?
Where's the Chemistry?
Rust is a combination of iron, water, and
oxygen. In the first cup, the steel wool was
exposed to water and oxygen from the air.
In the second cup, the steel wool was not
able to come in contact with as much
oxygen since it was under water and was
covered with a coating of oil. Since it could
not get as much oxygen from the air, you
should have observed less rust in the
second cup.
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