Force Fight:

Is gravity, magnetism or electricity the strongest force?






This is a simple but elegant demonstration; a type of “Discrepant event.”  In other words, what you observe is counter-intuitive.  Thus is serve to make students stop and think about what is happening (and-even better-they will try it at home and learn more!)

After being introduced to the ideas of “magnetic force” (that two magnetic materials will attract or repel) and “electric force” (that like charges repel but opposite charges attract), reintroduce students to gravitation force (which they are all familiar with from every day experiences.  Each of these forces has many similarities, some parallels and some distinct differences.  

When asked which force is strongest, students usually answer “gravity” because it holds us to the surface of the earth.  A paper clip will “fall” to the surface of the earth because of the gravitational force of the earth.

Obviously, though, a magnet holds the paperclip against the attractive gravitational force of the earth and therefore the magnet must be stronger.  You can similarly demonstrate that electrical force is stronger than gravity too because a balloon charged by rubbing on your hair will “lift” your hair against the attractive force of the earth’s gravity.

Sometimes this will lead to a discussion of how force changes over distance:  This is an excellent opportunity to teach the inverse-square rule of force and distance. 

Steel paperclipring ramp angle) of other ballistic experiments!ch time.  the projectile travels.  This usually works great if you can








Ceramic magnetring ramp angle) of other ballistic experiments!ch time.  the projectile travels.  This usually works great if you can





Earth (below)











