
Matter and Energy

Pretty Slick
What happens when you slide a block of wood down a ramp with soy 
lubricant? An introduction to soy lubricants, comparing renewable soy oil 
with traditional engine oil. 

What’s the Word?
lubricant, renewable, friction

What’s the Mystery?
In this experiment, race two blocks of wood – one on renewable soy oil, the other on traditional 
engine oil. Before racing the blocks, take a guess as to which one will finish first. 

What You Need
Soy oil
Engine oil
Wood blocks
Wood ramps

What to Do
1) Pour oils down both ramps.

2) Start both wood blocks from the top of each ramp.

3) See which one gets to the bottom of the ramp first.

What’s Going On?
Truth is, they both perform equally well. If one is renewable and one is not, which one is better 
for the future environment? What can be done to help promote this renewable resource?

More Information
Friction is the resistance to motion of surfaces that 
touch; it’s also the resistance of a body in motion to the 
air, water, or other medium through which it travels or 
to the surface on which it travels. Oil reduces friction. 
A bicycle chain moves easily along the gears because 
it is lubricated and there is less friction.
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publish or otherwise use the information herein except for your private use. You agree to use the information for a lawful purpose and in a way that does not infringe on the rights 
of others. When the information herein calls for experiments or cooking you agree to use only with adult supervision. The information herein is provided on an as is basis and without 
warranty of any kind. Under no circumstances shall we be liable for damages of any kind.



Matter and Energy

Mighty Seeds
How strong are soybeans? This experiment shows how germinating 
soybean seeds can generate enough force to crack plaster of Paris.

What’s the Word?
observation, germinate, exothermic reaction

What You Need (per student or pair of students)
Clear plastic cup 
5 tablespoons of plaster of Paris 
2 or more tablespoons of water 
Plastic spoon for mixing 
Dropper 
3 soybean seeds

What to Do
Put the plaster of Paris in the plastic cup, add 2 tablespoons of water and mix. Continue to add 
drops of water until the mixture has the consistency of a very thick milkshake. Push the soybeans 
into the plaster until they are covered and then smooth the surface. What do you think will happen 
to the soybeans? Make regular observations. What happens? Why? The next day, add a tablespoon 
of water to the cup and continue to make observations. What happens? Why? 

What’s Going On?
Seeds require moisture and warmth to germinate. In this case, the seed absorbs moisture from 
the plaster mixture. As the seed absorbs water it increases in size and applies pressure to 
the surrounding plaster. This force, combined with the strength of the germinating sprout, causes 
the plaster to crack and allows the shoot to grow up through the plaster. The strength and ability 
to grow in adverse conditions allow plants to survive in a wide range of environments. You may also 
notice that when water is mixed with plaster the cup becomes warm. A chemical reaction that 
gives off heat like this is known as an exothermic reaction.

Compliments of the Ohio Soybean Council.
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