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The Air in There
Design an
Air Cannon!

Air is all around us, but most 
of the time you don't see or 
notice it, until you feel it on 
windy days. When the wind 
blows really hard during storms, 
it can do a lot of damage—for 
something that hardly seems 
to be there at all. Scientists do 
experiments in wind chambers 
to understand how air behaves 
at different speeds.

You'll Need
(per small group)

• cardboard containers of different sizes

• a large bucket or plastic container

• cling wrap, heavy garbage bag or other plastic 

bag
• duct tape or large rubber bands

• scissors 
• optional: paper and markers

1 Hour

1.  Discuss air movement. Ask youth what they know about air 
and how it moves.1 If air is invisible, how do we know it exists? Can 
we see its effects? (We can feel and see wind and air pressure.) 
Demonstrate how the air cannon works. Introduce the SciGirls 
Challenge: What shape and size of container makes the best air 
cannon?

2.  Plan. In small groups5 youth should discuss how to change 
the design to make a more precise or more powerful air cannon 
(e.g., alter the size and shape of the container, or size and shape 
of the hole). Have youth predict how their changes will affect the 
outcome.
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3.  Build and test. Each group should build at least one cannon to 
test their design. Create a paper target that can stand upright, then 
try to knock it down with a blast of air from the cannon. Make sure 
to consistently test each design. What happens? Each group should 
have a way to record their data.

4.  Share. Have each group demonstrate their design(s). What 
designs were the strongest? Why? Make sure that groups also have 
an opportunity to talk about what didn’t work in their designs.

SMART START
Create an example air 
cannon out of a round 
container like an oatmeal 
box or a bucket with a 3 in. 
hole cut out of one end. See 
example image below.

BE ECO-FRIENDLY!  
Reduce, reuse, 
recycle, and compost 
activity materials 
whenever possible!
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The Air in There

Challenge 
Stereotypes.
Introduce youth to 
diverse role models 
to help counter 
stereotypes.4,6 Rachel 
Obermoller is a pilot 
who works for the 
Minnesota Department 
of Transportation 
inspecting airplanes 
and conducting safety 
trainings around the 
state. Rachel appreciates 
that in addition to getting 
to fly every day she also 
gets to spend every night 
home with her son. As a 
pilot, Rachel uses math to 
calculate wind speed and 
direction to ensure a safe 
flight. 


