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The Rutherford Experiment

Objectives: Content

• Examine Rutherford’s model of the structure of the
atom.

• Examine how the results of Rutherford’s experiment
relate to the structure of the atom.

Vocabulary Preview

• nucleus

• alpha particle

Activity Overview

In this activity, the student will:

• Be introduced to Rutherford’s experiment.

• Predict the results of the experiment if Thomson’s
model is correct.

• Observe actual results and compare them with those
expected from the Thomson model.

• Review Rutherford’s theory, explaining his results.
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Teaching Strategies

Prior to the activity:

• Review Thomson’s theory of the atom.

• Discuss the state of knowledge of science in general in
the late 1800s, e.g., discoveries such as electric current
and natural radioactivity. These encouraged new ideas
about structure of matter.

At the end of the activity:

• Obtain some gold foil, and demonstrate how thin it is
by showing that you can shine a light through it!

• Have students research the life of Rutherford.

• Have students research the lives of Geiger and
Marsden, and find out how a Geiger counter works.
(Geiger and Marsden were Rutherford’s students who
did many of the experiments.)
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