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Activity: Albedo and Radiant Energy 

Purpose 
To determine which colour or material is best at turning radiant energy into heat. 

Materials 

• 3 large empty cans, rinsed out and with labels attached (e.g., from soup or canned vegetables)

• 1 thermometer, or 3 small clear plastic bags with 2 ice cubes in each

• 1 piece of white paper

• 1 piece of dark-coloured paper. If you don’t have dark-coloured paper, use a dark-coloured page
from an old magazine, or darken the label on the can with a black marker.

• 3 pieces of foil wrap, enough to cover the tops of each can

• adhesive tape

• scissors

• sunny location where you can leave the cans exposed to direct sunlight for about 30 minutes
(e.g., a window ledge inside or a table outside)

Procedure 

1. Take one of the cans and wrap the label with a piece of white paper cut to fit the can. Tape the
paper in place so that the sides of the can are now white.

2. Take the second can and wrap the label with a piece of dark paper cut to fit the can.

3. Take the third can and tear the label off so that the sides are bare, shiny metal.

4. Add water to each can to a depth of about 2 cm. Make sure each can has the same amount of
water.

5. If you do not have a thermometer, place a sealed plastic bag containing two ice cubes in each
can.

6. Cover the top of each can with a piece of foil wrap. Your experimental set-up should look like this:
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7. Place all three cans in the sunny location so that their sides are exposed to the light. Leave them 
for 30 minutes. 

8. While you are waiting, think about what might happen. Which can do you think will get the 
hottest? 

9. After 30 minutes, use the thermometer to record the water temperature inside each can. If you 
are using the ice-cube method, remove the bags from each can and record which cans produced 
the most melting. 

10. Record your observations in this table: 

Can Temperature or relative amount of ice melt 

White 

Dark 

Bare metal 


