
Light Bulb Challenge
Ever wonder if those funny looking CFL (compact 

fluorescent light) bulbs are really worth it? 

Traditionally, incandescent bulbs have been used to 

light our homes by converting electrical energy to 

light. But they are not very energy efficient. Why? 

Most of the energy from electricity is converted to 

heat. With your kids, investigate whether incandescent 

or compact fluorescent light (CFL) bulbs are more 

energy efficient. 

Watch videos online at pbskidsgo.org/scigirls.

You’ll Need:
�  incandescent bulb, 60 watts
�  compact fluorescent light (CFL) bulb, 15 watts�  1 desk lamp, shade included
�  1 Tbsp cooking oil 
�  1 dropper

�  2 half-sheets of paper 
�  ruler

�  2 books of equal thickness
�  stopwatch or clock 
�  paper and pencil

Tips for Parents

Discover the fun of science with your entire family!

Here’s How:
1. Start by making a bridge with a half-sheet of 

paper and books and placing the lamp with an 

incandescent bulb about 6 in. from the paper. 

2. Have your girls place 1 drop of oil on the paper, 

and quickly measure the initial diameter of the 

oil circle. 

3. Turn on the lamp and observe for 5 min. Measure 

the final diameter—quickly! Then subtract the 

initial diameter from the final diameter to find 

out how much the oil spread.  

4. Repeat this experiment, substituting the CFL for 

the incandescent bulb. 

5. How do the oil circle diameters from each light 

bulb compare? (Incandescent bulbs give off more 

heat than CFLs, causing the oil to spread farther. 

They also require more energy because most 

of the energy is lost to heat.) Have each family 

member try placing their hand under each bulb 

for a few seconds. What do you feel? 
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Adapted from: Little, Diane “Investigating CFLs and Incandescent Light 

Bulbs.” Sustainable and Renewable Energy Fund, PA. 2008.

Science and technology 

happen everywhere, 

from the kitchen to the 

garage and the garden 

in between. Encourage 

safe experimentation 

and discovery around the house, where 

your daughter can practice predicting, measuring, 

observing, and analyzing. Offer basic supplies, Internet 

access, a library card, and a space where she can get a 

little messy. Learn more at: pbs.org/parents.scigirls.


