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Washing a Watershed 

ACTIVITY SUMMARY 

Crumpled paper is used to model a watershed. Colored pens indicate different types of 
groundcover. Using a spray bottle to model rain, students observe the effects of runoff. 

 

CONCEPTS TO BE LEARNED 

1. Water runs downhill and can carry materials and chemicals as it does so. 

2. Some types of land use discourage pollution of streams and others increase it. 

 

ANTICIPATED OUTCOMES 
1. Students will understand some effects of runoff on streams and communities. 

 

GROUPING 

Groups of two to four students 

 

TIME 

15–30 minutes 

 

MATERIALS 

For each group: 
 one to three sheets of white paper 
 water base pens: brown, black 
 permanent markers: green, blue, red 
 spray bottle with water (or plastic tub with holes punched in the bottom) 
 sponges or towels for cleanup, and paper or plastic to cover desk tops 

 

 

http://www.cdfw.ca.gov/


 
 
 

CALIFORNIA STANDARDS ADDRESSED (S.S. indicates a standard set.) 

Focus Standards: 

Grade 4: Life Sciences 3. a 

Science Investigation and Experimentation 6 

Grade 5: Earth Sciences S.S. 3 

Science Investigation and Experimentation 6 

Grade 6: Earth Sciences S.S. 2 

Science Investigation and Experimentation 7 

 

NATIONAL CONTENT STANDARDS ADDRESSED 

Science Grades 5-8: Standards A, C, D, F 

Environmental Principles and Concepts 

Principle I, Concepts a, b, c 

Principle II, Concepts a, b, c, d 

Principle III, Concepts a, b, c 

Principle IV, Concepts a, b, c 

 

TEACHER PREPARATION 
1. Obtain materials. 

 

PROCEDURE 
2. Demonstrate crumpling piece of paper into a ball, then opening it without flattening 

it. 
3. Show the students how the high points can represent mountains and the low points 

can represent the bottoms of valleys where streams flow. 
4. Direct teach what a watershed is and that each of the valleys in the crumpled paper 

represents a watershed and ridges are boundaries. 
5. Ask the students where there would be a good place to build a town. Lead them to 

the idea that it is easiest to build on relatively level areas near streams. 



 
 
 

6. Use the pens to color the following features (list on the board or overhead 
projector): 

 blue for streams and lakes (permanent markers) 
 green for forests (permanent markers) 
 brown for dirt roads on hillsides and hillsides that have had the vegetation 

removed by fire, logging, landslides, or for buildings or roads (water soluble) 
 black for roads and parking lots (water soluble) 
 red for buildings, houses, towns (permanent markers) 

7. Have the teams make and color their own watersheds, including towns and roads. 
8. Ask the students to predict what might happen if rain fell on the hills. What would 

happen to the soil on the hillsides? How would it affect rivers, streams, and lakes? 
9. Then have the students use the spray bottles to simulate light rain. 
10. Students observe the erosion of the exposed soil (brown), and runoff from the roads 

(oil and other chemicals…black). Ask where the runoff goes and what effects it 
might have on the streams and lakes, and the organisms, including people. 

11. Discuss what might be done to reduce erosion from fire, logging, or clearing of land. 
(Point out that there are now laws and regulations intended to minimize erosion.) 

 

VARIATIONS, ADAPTATIONS, DIFFERENTIATION 
1. On their models, have the students identify and point out headwaters (first-order 

streams), second-order, and third-order streams. 
2. Crayons may tend to flatten the paper more than felt tip markers. 
3. Students can make flour and salt relief maps of the local watershed. Water will 

dissolve the map if too much is used, so caution them not to spray too much. 
4. This activity can be used in conjunction with teaching about topographic mapping. 
5. Some parks have watershed relief models. If they do, have the students study it. 

 

ASSESSMENT 
1. Students should be able to define a watershed and describe what happens to soluble 

materials when rain falls on them. 

 

REFERENCES AND RESOURCES 

This version the watershed activity is from The Conifer Connection, by Mike Roa. 

 

Alton et al. Watershed Curriculum 

Kids in Creeks: An Interdisciplinary Creek Exploration Program 

 


