
Oil 
Spills

Stemology for Kids 



● “The contamination of seawater due to an oil 
pour” (marine insight)

● When large amounts of oil spill into the ocean 
(by accident or on purpose)

● Because of their chemical properties, water 
and oil do not mix. As a result, when oil spills 
into the ocean, it builds up and pollutes the 

waters, harming all life forms. 

What is an Oil Spill? 



Chemical Properties
Why do oil and water not mix? 

● Water: 2 hydrogen atoms and 1 oxygen atom → 
H2O

● Oil: complex molecules + carbon & hydrogen
● Polarity: having opposite electrical charges 

1. Water is polar because both sides of the 
molecule can attract other molecules (it has 

a positive charge and a negative charge)
2. Oil is nonpolar because it has neither a 

positive nor a negative charge 
3. Water and oil do not mix because they 

cannot connect → oil does not need to 
match with another molecule



How is Oil Made? 
When the remains of animals and plants slowly sink to the 

bottom of the earth, the formation of oil (petroleum) begins. 

Throughout millions of years, the temperature and pressure will 
change the remains into oil. Because it takes much time for the oil 

to form, it is valuable and hard to come by. Oil is unevenly 
distributed, causing humans to make pipelines or use ships to move 
and harvest oil. Pipelines can have leaks, releasing this dangerous 

chemical into the ocean. Ships can have accidents all the time, and if 
a large amount of oil were to spill over, it would be devastating for 

our seawater and marine life. 



How Oil Can Affect You & Me

Each year, it is estimated that 706 million gallons 
of oil enter the ocean. 

Many public health issues arise:

1. Toxic fumes
2. Consuming contaminated seafood 
3. Loss of fisheries and seaweed harvesting



Prevention 

1. Ships should regularly check 
engine bolts in case of 
leakage.

2. Absorbent material can be 
placed to soak oily water in 
the facility. 

3. Precautions when refueling 
the tank (overfilling/ spillage)

4. If spills occur, clean it but 
keep it on the ship. Do not 
throw anything into the sea!



Solutions
1. All equipment should properly work 

and be leak-proof. 
2. Safety valves (releases substances if 

the pressure/ temperature gets too 
high) should be in the right working 
conditions and able to be immediately 
shut off.

3. Oil tankers should only be cleaned 
every decade or when there is 
clogging. 

4. Tankers should be immediately cleaned 
if there is a buildup of sludge.



Cleaning Our Ocean 
1. Oil Booms- encloses the oil, so it does not 

spread further
2. Skimmers- extracts the oil on the surface 

of the water (similar to a vacuum cleaner).
3. Sorbents- materials that can soak up the 

oil
4. Burning- setting the floating oil on fire 

(effectively removes 98% of the oil it 
targets)

5. Dispersants (used as a last resort)- 
chemicals that essentially disintegrate the 
oil



Activity
YOU NEED:
● cotton balls
● a container
● a sponge
● vegetable oil
● plastic spoons
● dish soap (regular hand soap works too)
● plastic cups

OPTIONAL (BUT RECOMMENDED):
● feathers

INSTRUCTIONS:
1. use a 1:4 oil to water ratio and pour into the container
2. place feathers in the container if you choose to use them
3. soak some cotton balls in the soap in the plastic cups
4. try using spoons, sponges, and cotton balls to clean up the 

oil in the container
5. think about which method worked best!



THANKS!
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