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Feeling touchy? 

 

You will need 

Toothpicks 

Card or corks 

Blindfold 

A friend 

 

How to 

1) Stick two toothpicks into a cork, or glue them between two pieces of card, so that 

they are 2 cm apart, and stick out to the same length. Be careful, the ends can be 

sharp! 

 

2) Choose which one of you will be the ‘subject’ and which will be the ‘experimenter’- 

the experimenter should follow the rest of these instructions. 

3) Make sure the subject is sitting comfortably, then tie a blindfold over their eyes. Ask 

them to hold their arm out and sit as still as they can. 

4) Gently press the toothpicks against the inside of their forearm, making sure both 

make contact with their skin at exactly the same time. Don’t press too hard- you 

don’t want to hurt them! 
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5) Ask them whether they felt one or two points touching them. 

6) Repeat this 15 times- sometimes touching them with both toothpicks and sometimes 

with just one (try to do this as randomly as you can, so they can’t learn a pattern). 

Use a tally to record how often they were correct in the table below. To use a tally, 

draw a downwards line in the correct box for each answer. When you get to 4 lines, 

draw the fifth through the first 4, then start another group, like this. This makes 

them easy to count later. 

 

 

7) Now try the same thing on a different body part. Good areas to try include: palm of 

the hand, shoulder, fingertip, back. Don’t do it on their face, as we don’t want 

toothpicks going anywhere near anyone’s eyes.  

8) Did you notice a difference? Was the subject more accurate for one area than 

another? Why might that be? 

9) Extension: Try making another tester with the toothpicks closer together. Are there 

areas where the subject could previously answer correctly, but now gets it wrong? 

Record your results here: 

Body part Correct answers Incorrect answers 

e.g. Forearm f   
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The Science 

All over our skin, we have touch receptors which send signals to the brain so we can detect 

different sensations on our skin. Some detect light touch, like a feather. Others respond to 

hard pressure, pain, or vibration. But some parts of our body have more receptors than 

others- these parts are more sensitive. Hopefully you found that your subject did better 

when testing some areas than others. Do let me know what results you got, either by email 

(gs.scienceclub@gmail.com) or on twitter (@GinnyFBSmith). 

The differences between these areas don’t stop in the skin. Touch is detected in a part of 

the brain called the somatosensory cortex, and this area works like a map of your body. 

Touch your arm, and one part is activated. Touch your leg, and a different part responds. 

But if you drew out the map of your body produced by the somatosensory cortex it would 

look very weird- because the most sensitive parts, like your lips and fingertips, have much 

bigger areas of the brain than other parts- a bit like this. 

Image from OpenStax College via Wikimedia Commons 
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