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What happens when a spiral of paper is held above a flame?

What is Needed

· A spiral coil cut from cardboard

· A piece of thread

· A candle flame

What to Do

Cut a spiral coil from a piece of cardboard.  Attach a thread to the center of the coil so that when you hold the thread, the coil will spiral downward.  Allow the coil to spiral to no closer than 5 inches from the top of the candle flame.  Observe and describe what you see.

What is Happening?

The heat from the candle flame creates an upward convection current that pushes up on the spiral.  This causes it to coil and turn.  Here’s why.  When air is heated, the molecules in the air move faster and faster.  As they speed up, they spread out or expand, so take up more space.  The result?  The warm air molecules push through the cool air molecules to rise above the cool air because the warm air is less dense.  It is less dense because the same number of warm air molecules are spread out further than cool air.  
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