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Tornado Vortex________________________________________________Meadow                                                       
 

Make Your Own Tornado 
 
Learning Objective 
To understand how tornadoes are formed in a vortex. 
 
National Education Standard 
 National Science Education Standards 
 Content Standard D: Earth & Space Science – Properties of earth materials 
 Content Standard D: Earth & Space Science – Changes in earth & sky 
 
Materials & Preparation 
NOTE: How much or how many of the items below will depend on if you demonstrate the 
activity to your the children, if each child will engage in the activity alone, or if children will 
engage in the activity in groups.   
 

 Prep in Advance! Here’s what you 
need for Try This Too… 

• Map of Tornado Alley 
 (see page 4)  

• 2 clear 2-liter soda bottles      
• Jug of water 
• Duct tape (or buy a Tornado Tube®; sold online &  

in toy and educational stores) 
• Glitter (to represent debris) 
• Measuring spoons  
• Clear liquid dishwashing soap 
• Vinegar 
• Notebook and pen for recording 
• Optional: small toy house  
 (example: toy house from Monopoly® set) 

 
It may be necessary to review measurements with children before starting the activity. Have 
children identify ½, ¾, etc on the 2-liter bottle. Also, have children identify the measuring 
spoons (i.e. tablespoon and teaspoon).  
 
Doing the Activity 

1. Fill ¾ of one bottle with water.  
 
2. Put 1 teaspoon of vinegar and 1 teaspoon of liquid dishwashing soap, and add a little 

glitter into the bottle ¾ full of water. If you have a small toy house, put it into the bottle. 
 

3. Cut a piece of duct tape 6-8 inches long if you do not have the Tornado Tube®.  
 

4. Turn the empty bottle upside down and place its mouth directly over the mouth of the 
bottle with water. Securely duct tape them together.  Or attach Tornado Tube®. 

 
5. Put one hand on the top bottle and one hand on the bottom bottle and flip the whole 

thing upside down, giving them a swirl to start the vortex, or tornado. Record how the 
water swirls.  
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6. Flip the bottles again, without swirling the bottle, and record what the glitter does this 
time.  

 
7. After swirling it a few more times, drain the water out into a sink. Record how it goes 

down the drain. 
 

Reflect 
Here are some questions to ask children about the tornado in their bottle: 
 

• Why does the water pile up against the sides of the bottle when you begin to swirl? 
• Which moved faster - the glitter near the center of the vortex or near the bottle's wall? 
• What happens when you don't swirl the water? 
• Can you stop the vortex after it starts? 
• How is your vortex like a real tornado? How it is different? 
• Which way does water swirl down a drain? Does the water always go down 

counterclockwise? 
• What happens to the film of water left on the walls of the top bottle as the water drains 

out of the bottle? 
• How can you make the water drain in the shortest amount of time? 
 

Have children make connections to understand that the swirling water piling up against the sides 
of the bottle creates an area in the center where the water is not as thick. This is where the 
lighter air from below is breaking through the denser layer of water. Once a spinning column of 
air forms, the air can rise even more rapidly and the denser water quickly whirls down to take its 
place. This is what is happening in the bottle. This spinning tube of air or water is called a vortex.  
 
Have children relate what they see to what happens when a real tornado forms. Just as the 
lighter air rose from the bottom of the bottle, when tornadoes happen warm, moist air, which is 
lighter, rises and breaks through an upper layer of colder, denser air. Once a spinning column 
forms, it starts to spin faster when warm, moist, rising air is present.  
 
Try this too… 

 Ask children if they know if there has ever been a tornado in your state. Have children look at the 
 Tornado Alley map. Ask them whether there are places in the United States that get more 
 tornados than other places. If so, which places? The following questions will help children think 
 further about where tornados occur: 
 

• Do you see a pattern?  
• Why do you think tornados occur in some places more than others?  
• Do they occur near oceans? Near mountains? In deserts?  
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Related goCyberCamp Online & Hands-on Activities 

 If children liked Tornado Vortex, take them to Weather Predictor in the Lake. 
  
 Suggested Hands-on Activities for Weather Predictor: 
 
 Cloud Creation     Make a Weather movie  
 Raindrop Preservation    Under a Lot of Pressure  
 Flow by Flow      Good Under Pressure  
 It's all Connected     It's all in the Spin  
 Low Pressure  
  
 Additional Resources 
  
 Websites: 
 Why Do Tornados Form? 
 http://www.cyberlodg.com/KTC/torwhy.html 
 See a Tornado 
 http://teacher.scholastic.com/activities/wwatch/tornadoes/gallery.htm 
 Tornado Alley 
 http://library.thinkquest.org/C001472/neen/tornadoes/alley.content.html 
 
 Books: 
 Tornadoes by Arlene Erlbach (Children’s Press, 1994) 
 Tornadoes can make it rain crabs!: Weird facts about the world's worst disasters by Melvin Berger 
 (Scholastic, 1997) 
 Nature's fury: Eyewitness reports of natural disasters by Carole Garbuny Vogel (Scholastic, 2000) 
 
 Videos: 
 Hurricanes and Tornados (Schlessinger Media, 1998) 
 Dramatic Earth (Discovery Communications, 1997) 
 Tornado Chasers (TLC Video, 2000) 
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Where in the World is Tornado Alley? 

 

 
 

 
 Source: http://www.tornadochaser.net 


