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ATEEC Activities for Real-Life Applications 

Activity name: The Oiling of America 
This activity is meant to provide a real-world application of the ATEEC Recommended 
Core Curriculum’s math, science, technical, communications, or critical thinking 
knowledge and skill concepts, which have been identified by the ATEEC Fellows as 
necessary preparation for environmental technology occupations. 

 

Appropriate for which course(s)? High School 

Concept/skill learned (i.e. from K/S Tables): Demonstrate problem solving skills, 
interpret and evaluate laboratory analysis results. 

Approximate time to complete activity: 2 class periods distributed over several days. 

Source of idea or activity (for published source, please include author, title, publisher, 
date): Original (as far as I know) 

Materials/resources needed (equipment, print media, electronic media, videos, supplies, 
etc.): 

• per student: 1/2 sheet of newspaper, 1 zip lock bag 
• for the class: free Exxon Valdez video, one electronic balance, 6 graduated 

cylinders 

Description of activity:  

• Day 1: After viewing Exxon Valdez discuss the video and for the purpose of this 
activity direct the focus of the discussion to the volume of the spill (11 million 
gallons). Ask the students if they think the amount of oil released in the United 
States in a year's time is more or less than the Valdez oiling. Have each student 
commit in writing to a guess of more or less and record the class split on the 
board. Next create a list of sources that might add to the quantity of oil released 
each year. The list will include oil leaked from cars and oil dumped from oil 
changes. Evaluated which on the list fall within the abilities of class to 
investigate. Oil leaks will be on the short list. Ask students for the next class 
period to collect data on the approximate size, frequency, and appearance of the 
oil spots.  

• Day 2: Record class data on the board and organize it by location. The list will 
include garages, driveways, streets, business parking lots, school lots, etc. 
Challenge students to develop an investigative procedure to collect data on the 
volume of oil leaked from cars per year in the United States. For student safety it 
is recommended that the sampling be completed on the school parking lot or in 
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their driveway or garage. Discourage students from taking samples in the street 
even if it adjoins their property. For ethical reasons their procedure should release 
no oil into the environment.  

• Possible investigative procedure #1: Determine the starting mass of the plastic 
bag, and 1/2 sheet of newspaper. Each student places the paper under the car in 
the appropriate place and adds the weight of small stones, gravel or furring strips. 
The time of placement is recorded on the bag as is the time of removal. At 
removal, place the new paper in the zip lock bag and transport to school. Mass the 
collection materials (bag, paper, and oil) and determine the mass of the oil 
captured. If students collect no oil mass they should still take the mass reading a 
second time. This will likely demonstrate problem of measuring error and allow 
an opportunity to a discussion of uncontrolled variables. Students in directed 
discussion determine the average oil leakage per car per day for the cars in the 
sample. Then extrapolate the leakage to all the cars on campus, the community, 
the state, and nation. Take this opportunity to discuss how and why this limited 
and nonrandom sample may not reflect a community or national population of car 
oil leaks.  

• Possible investigative procedure #2: In the above example, substitute the campus 
parking lot for home garages and driveways. Uses extra special care in placing the 
papers under the cars. Make sure that students are in pairs with one on lookout for 
moving vehicles. No one should approach an occupied vehicle. Give special 
attention to a discussion method of sample selection and the duration of sampling. 
Both of these are problematic in the parking lot experiment.  

• Going further: Once data is collected and discussed, students do an on-line search 
to determine what the accepted oil leakage values are. A Department of 
Transportation search is a good starting point. Closure is possible at this time with 
a discussion of why their values are different from the expert-generated values.  

The class, during directed discussion, may create a survey to collect information 
about the age of their/parents' cars and frequency of oil changes. The survey 
should include a capture of the method of disposal data. Using this data students 
estimate the volume of oil that is dumped on United States soil and water. 

Activity submitted by: Steve Randak  
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