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Modeling Thawing Permafrost
This could be done as a demonstration or an exercise in technology design.

1. Fill a plastic or metal container with dirt (we used dirt from our yard).

2. Insert a straw in the mud that extends from the surface to the bottom of the container.  Be sure that the straw is empty and not filled with mud. Test out the straw’s diameter with your thermometers.  You want a straw large enough to accommodate the thermometer.  I have found that the large bendy straws that children get at chain restaurants are perfect.

3. Saturate the mud with water (you don’t want water floating above the mud, but you do want the dirt to be totally wet and spongy).

4. Freeze overnight.

5. Set up your town on the surface of the “permafrost.”  You might want to add a layer of unfrozen dirt on the top to represent the active layer.   Find heavy materials to represent buildings, or have the students experiment building models of bridges or pipelines with toothpicks.  I used a brick to represent an apartment complex, but virtually anything would work (jars of beans, canned goods, etc.).  

6. Set the city built on permafrost in the window and observe what happens over the course of the day.  Periodically measure and record the temperature in the permafrost.  Is there a difference at the top 
Notes:  Pudding works equally well as dirt representing permafrost, but it tastes terrible after being frozen.  Part of the inspiration for this activity came from http://www.pbs.org/edens/denali/permawht.htm.   
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