
over vehicles encounter different

terrain on their missions.  Rovers

that go to other planets or moons

must be designed so that they can

move along the ground easily.  The Lunar Rover

used to transport astronauts on the Moon had

screen-like wheels that moved through the fine

moon dust.  Traction is the act of drawing a

body along the ground or water.  Car wheels

have traction suitable for the streets and high-

ways, while tractors have more traction to move

along the fields.  Ice skates have less traction,

so the skater can glide smoothly over the ice.

In this activity, students are assigned a specific

terrain and then must create a wheel that

would provide traction on that surface.  If 

students are seated in groups, be sure and give

them each a different terrain than other 

group members.

• thread spool (one per

student)

• modeling clay 

• toothpicks

• thread

1.  Define traction and think of the many types of

traction here on Earth.

2.  Discuss the different terrain found among

outer planets or moons, i.e., sand, fine dust,

craters, rocky, icy, etc.

3.  Number the students 1-4.  Give the 1’s a sand

terrain, 2’s a cratered terrain, 3’s a rocky

terrain and the 4’s an icy terrain.

4.  Give each student an empty spool, a piece of

thread (to cut the clay) and some clay to get

started.  Their mission is to design and create

a wheel to have traction on the assigned ter-

rain.  

5.  First, cover the spool’s middle with clay.  This

acts as a base.
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6.  Using clay, form bits of the wheel and attach

them to the base, i.e., spikes, long ridges, etc.

When piecing together clay on clay, score

lines on each piece with a toothpick.  

7.  When complete, bring all students with the

same terrain up for a presentation of their

wheels. 
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