Free Activities ELEMENTARY - FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 6, 2026 - TEACHER COPY

Why a Tiny Shock Still Puzzles Scientists

Static electricity is easy to feel, but scientists still do not fully know how it works.

<

A cat in a box has foam packing peanuts stuck to its fur because of static electricity.

According to Science News Explores, scientists are still trying to solve a sur-

prisingly everyday mystery: static electricity. That is the clingy charge that
makes a balloon stick to hair. It also makes socks stick from the dryer. Some-
times it gives a quick zap from a doorknob.

The story began with a cat named Cooper. Cooper jumped into a box of foam
packing peanuts. When her owner lifted her out, the peanuts stuck all over her
fur. The photo later helped many people picture static electricity.

Scientists know the big idea. Tiny parts of atoms carry electric charge. Elec-
trons have negative charge. Protons have positive charge. When two things
touch or rub, some charge can move. Then one object may become more posi-
tive. The other may become more negative. Opposite charges pull toward each
other. That is why the foam clung to Cooper.

But the closer scientists look, the trickier the story gets. They do not always
know what actually moves between two surfaces. It might be electrons. It might
be ions, which are atoms or molecules with charge. It might even be tiny bits of
material.

That matters because static electricity is not only a party trick. It can affect
powders, plastic, cloth, and machines. Engineers, who design things, need to
know how materials act. Chemists, who study what things are made of, want to
know why some surfaces gain charge.
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There is a list called the triboelectric series. It helps predict which materials be-
come positive or negative after touching. Hair and foam are in different places
on that list. That helps explain Cooper’s sticky coat. Yet the list does not ex-

plain why the materials are ordered that way.

Studying static is hard because the charge can be very small. One scientist said
it can be like looking for a tiny minority on a surface. Imagine checking a huge
playground for only a few special grains of sand.

The mystery may feel familiar. A shock from a doorknob lasts only a moment. A
balloon trick takes seconds. But those little moments are clues. They show that
even common things can hide questions scientists have not finished answering.

Written from reporting by Science News Explores.

THINK IT THROUGH

1. If you saw foam pieces stick to an animal or a sweater, what would you test first
to learn why it happened?

A strong answer: A strong answer should propose a fair test, name one thing to change, and explain what the result
might show.

2. Should scientists spend time on everyday mysteries, even when they seem small
at first?

A strong answer: A strong answer should weigh curiosity, possible uses, and the fact that scientists have limited time
and money.

3. The triboelectric series can predict what may happen, but it does not fully
explain why. Is that kind of tool still useful?

A strong answer: A strong answer should compare prediction and explanation, using static electricity or another
example.
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Why a Tiny Shock Still Puzzles Scientists
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Why a Tiny Shock Still Puzzles Scientists

Tiny negatively charged part inside an
atom
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ACROSS DOWN

Particles with extra or missing electrons 1 Buildup of electric power that can make
Tiny part inside an atom with a positive things stick or cause a tiny shock
electric property 3 Outside layer of an object that can touch
Electric feature that can make objects something else
pull together or push apart 6  Tiny building blocks that make up all

matter
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Why a Tiny Shock Still Puzzles Scientists — answer key
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Why a Tiny Shock Still Puzzles Scientists — answer key
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ACROSS DOWN

2 Particles with extra or missing electrons 1 Buildup of electric power that can make

4  Tiny partinside an atom with a positive things stick or cause a tiny shock

electric property 3 Outside layer of an object that can touch

5 Electric feature that can make objects something else

pull together or push apart 6  Tiny building blocks that make up all

7  Tiny negatively charged part inside an matter

atom
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

Science News Explores

“Static electricity remains shockingly mysterious”

Published Thursday, November 5, 2026
Read by us on Friday, November 6, 2026

https://www.snexplores.org/article/static-electricity-shock-mysterious

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article with a note on each question, a word search, a crossword, and the answer key

to both.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,

so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com

© 2026 3andB Inc.
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If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
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