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VOLUME OF IRREGULAR SOLIDS GUIDE 
 
To find the volume of a strangely shaped object we use displacement. Displacement is when 
one object moves another out of its way and takes its place. When an object is placed in water, 
the water moves out of the object’s way, and the amount of water that moves out of the way is 
equal in volume to the object put into the water.  
 
First we must learn to read a beaker, flask, and graduated cylinder.  All these tools 
measure volume. To read them you must look at the bottom of the meniscus. The 
meniscus is the ‘dipping’ shape the water makes at the top of a container. It looks like 
this: 
 
 
You then look for the closest measurement to the bottom of the meniscus to find out 
the volume of the substance in the container. Here it is 52ml. 
 
To find the volume of an irregular solid, follow these steps: 
 
1. Put enough liquid in your graduated cylinder to cover the object. Read the volume of the 

liquid and write this number down. The units are milliliters (ml). 
 
2. Tilt the cylinder and gently slide the object into the water. The water level will rise up. 
 
3. Read the new volume. Write this number down. 
 
4. Subtract the volume you got in step 1 from the volume in step 3. This will give you a 

POSITIVE NUMBER which is the volume of the object.   
 
What if the object floats? You will need to sink it with another anchor object whose volume you 
already know. Just subtract the anchor object’s volume along with the water’s volume at the end. 

 
REMEMBER:   Follow these rules to use a graduated cylinder: 
 
1. Make sure it is on a flat, level surface. 
2. Read at eye level.  
3. Understand the scale. 
4. Read at bottom of meniscus. 
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Put enough water in to 
cover the object you want 
to measure.  
 

Here we have 87ml. 

Tilt the cylinder, and let the 
object gently slide to the 
bottom of the cylinder.  
 

The water will rise from 
displacement. 

Set cylinder back down and read 
the new amount. (Here it’s 97ml.) 
 
Then subtract: 
97ml – 87ml = 10ml  
The ball has a volume of 10ml. 


