
 
 
 

BALLOON RACE CAR  

 

OVERVIEW 
In this activity, campers will learn about how their balloon car is able to work and how the 
conservation of energy can apply to the balloon car and other various situations.  Campers will 
also learn about the two types of energies; kinetic and potential and Newton’s third law of 
motion.   

TOPIC AREA(S) GRADE LEVEL 

Physics Grades 3 & 4 
 

QUESTIONS PRIOR TO THE LESSON/GETTING EXCITED 

•  Why does air come out of the balloon? 

•  Why does the balloon move when it is quickly deflating? 

•  What are the two main types of energy? 

•  What is Newton’s 3rd Law of Motion and how does it apply? 

•  How can we use this energy in an activity to make an object move?  

BACKGROUND INFORMATION FOR INSTRUCTORS (INCLUDE QUESTIONS W/ ANSWERS) 

DEMO: Release an inflated balloon across the room.  
▪ Why does the air come out of the balloon? 

The stretched elastic wants to return to its original shape and so squeezes the air out. 
▪ Why does the balloon move? 

The balloon exerts a force on the air and the air exerts an equal and opposite force on the 
balloon. If I pull a Newton meter with a force of 5 Newton, the Newton meter exerts an 
equal and opposite force of 5 Newton on my hand. 

 
When you blow up the balloon, set your racer down, and let it go. The escaping air from the 
balloon rushes out of the straw causing propulsion. The principle at work is Newton's Third Law of 
Motion, which states that for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. In the case 
of the Balloon Powered Car, the action is the air rushing from the straw. The reaction is the 
movement of the car! 
  
The moving balloon car has kinetic energy, but even an object that isn't moving has energy. This 
energy is called potential energy. The potential energy of the car is in the elastic material of the 
balloon. As the balloon fills with air, it builds more potential energy. As the air flows from the 
balloon, it changes to kinetic energy. This is the conservation of energy because the same amount 
of energy is in the “system” is the same whether the object is moving or just about to move. 
 
Today we will be conducting an experiment while making our balloon cars. We will be using 
different shapes of balloons, car bodies, and wheels to see what will make the cars the fastest.  
There are different types of materials that we can use for each component of the car.  You will 
need to use your imagination and knowledge of science in order to construct the fastest race car. 
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RELEVANCE TO THE CURRICULUM 

Grade 1 and 2 Grade 3 and 4 Grade 5 and 6 Grade 7 and 8 
 Needs & 

Characteristics of 
Living Things 

 Growth and Changes 
in Animals 

 Materials, Objects 
and Everyday 
Structures 

 Movement 

 Energy in Our Lives 

 Properties of Liquids 
and Solids 

 Daily and Seasonal 
Changes 

 Air and Water in the 
Environment 
 

 Growth and Changes 
in Plants 

 Habitats and 
Communities 

✓ Strong and Stable 
Structures 

 Pulleys and Gears 
✓ Forces Causing 

Movement 
 Light and Sound 
 Soils in the 

Environment 
 Rocks and Minerals 

 Human Organ 
Systems 

 Biodiversity 
 Forces Acting on 

Structures and 
Mechanisms 

 Flight 
 Properties of and 

Changes in Matter 
 Electricity and 

Electrical Devices 
 Conservation of 

Energy and 
Resources 

 Space 

 Interactions in the 
Environment 

 Cells 
 Form and Function 
 Systems in Action 
 Pure Substances and 

Mixtures 
 Fluids 
 Heat in the 

Environment 
 Water Systems 

MATERIALS (SPECIFY WHETHER PER CAMPER, GROUP OR CLASS) 
Materials per camper: 

▪ A balloon (different sizes are needed) 
▪ Toilet paper roll/ paper towel roll/ cardboard 
▪ 2 wooded skewers 
▪ 2 plastic straws  
▪ 1 bendy plastic straw 
▪ 4 foam discs/ pop bottle lids/ cardboard 
▪ 1 elastic band to tie the balloon  

SAFETY CONSIDERATIONS 
Hot glue is hot so be careful when using it, have volunteers ready to glue things if needed. 
The skewers will be sharp on the ends so be careful not to poke yourself or others. 

 

PROCEDURE 
▪ Let the kids see the different types of cars that they can make- the sprocket car and one listed 

below, and then let them have free time to create their own car.  Then have a competition to 
see whose car travels the farthest.   

▪ The axels for the cars will be straws and the wheels will be attached to a skewer.  Other than 
that, the kids can use the materials listed above for the body, shape, and wheels of their race 
car. 
 

1. Poke two holes through the toilet paper roll on either side large enough for the cut straws to 
go through 

2. Put the straws through the holes. 
3. Poke a hole through the top of the toilet paper roll large enough for the bendy straw to go 

through 
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4. Place the cut bendy straw through the hole with the drinking bendy part on the top of the 
toilet paper roll 

5. Use a small amount of hot glue to keep the straws in place 
6. Attach a balloon with electrical tape and an elastic band securing it in place 
7. Place the skewers through the straws on the bottom of the toilet paper roll  
8. Attach the foam discs to the skewers by poking a hole through them and securing it with a 

small amount of hot glue on the ends of the wheels 
9. Blow up the balloon and aim the end of the bendy straw to the floor and watch the car go! 

 
Examples 
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REFERENCES 
http://www.ivillage.com/balloon-race-car-kids-crafts-make-cardboard-box/6-b-521598#522035  
http://www.stevespanglerscience.com/experiment/balloon-powered-race-car  
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