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Objectives 
Students will be able to: 
• Define the term 

watershed 
• Explain how watersheds 

work and why they are 
important 

• Identify their watershed 
on a map 

 
Grade Level 
3-5 
 
Time to Complete 
Two class sessions or more 
if you take a field trip 
 
Subjects 
Science, art, geography 
 
Materials 
For watershed models: 
• Thick/coated cardstock 
• Spray bottles 
• Colored pencils or 

crayons and colored 
non-permanent 
markers 

• Copies of the 
Watershed Worksheet 

• Copies of a detailed 
local map 

 
For extension: 
• Different colors of 

powdered drink mix 
 
  

 

Exploring Your Watershed 
 
 
Summary 
 
In this activity your students will learn about watersheds, create a simple watershed 
model and explore their own watershed. 
 
 
Background 
 
When rainwater falls to the ground it generally does one of three things. It may 
evaporate into the atmosphere as water vapor, it may percolate down through the soil 
and eventually into large underground reservoirs of water called ground water, or it 
may simply run downhill off the land into streams, which flow into larger bodies of 
water, until it eventually drains into the ocean. The term “runoff” is often used to 
describe the flow of water over the surface of the land. The area of land that catches 
water (or ice or snow) and drains into a particular body of water is called a watershed. 
For example, the Mississippi River draws water from a watershed that includes much 
of the land between the Appalachian and Rocky Mountains. The Mississippi, in turn, 
drains into the Gulf of Mexico.  
 
Some additional examples of watersheds: 

• The Chesapeake Bay watershed includes land from West Virginia, 
Pennsylvania, New York, Maryland, Delaware and Virginia. 

• The Lake Michigan watershed covers a huge area, including considerable parts 
of both peninsulas of Michigan, a good section of Wisconsin, and a sliver of 
each of Indiana and Illinois. 

• The Los Angeles River watershed includes part of the mountainous region 
above Pasadena, and a great deal of East Los Angeles, the city of Los Angeles 
and Long Beach. 

• The Charles River watershed includes a great deal of northwestern 
Massachusetts, including the cities of Boston, Quincy, Newton and Lynn. 

• The watershed for a tarn (a small, snow-fed mountain lake) near the top of 
Mount Evans in Colorado consists solely of the peak of Mount Evans. 

 
All animals, including humans, depend on water to survive. In fact humans are 70 
percent water. Watersheds also help to demonstrate an important aspect of ecology—
what happens in one place (upstream) may have important consequences down the 
line (downstream), either in space or time. If we are not careful to protect our 
watersheds, there can be important consequences for humans and wildlife. 
 
 
 
 

Tim Wolcott 
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Preparation 
 

1. Identify a nearby stream, river or other water body to serve as a study site. Ideally you should be able to 
walk downstream along one water body as it converges into a larger body of water so your students can see 
how water systems are connected. You might call your state’s Department of the Environment/Natural 
Resources, a regional office of the EPA, agricultural extension office, soil and water conservation district 
office, or local environmental or watershed groups for help identifying a good local study site. If you go to 
the EPA’s “Surf Your Watershed” website and put in your zip code 
(http://cfpub.epa.gov/surf/locate/index.cfm) you can find listings of local watershed groups.  
 

2. Visit your proposed site ahead of time to make sure it is appropriate and safe. Be sure to recruit 
parents/volunteers to help supervise the students on the day of your field trip. 
 

3. If you cannot visit a local water body, you can still take students out to the schoolyard to study the 
“schoolyard watershed” and then make a simple model of a watershed. 

  
 
Procedure 
 

1. Explain to the class that you are going to explore the topic of watersheds. Ask the students if any of them 
has ever heard the term “watershed” before. Do they know what it means? Ask the students if they know 
where water goes when it rains. Have the students brainstorm and write down their ideas. After discussing 
some of the students’ ideas, explain that the area of land that catches water (as rain or ice or snow) and 
drains into a particular waterway or body of water (like a stream, river or lake) is called a “watershed.”  

 
2. To reinforce the concept, students can also practice identifying the boundaries of watersheds on the 

provided Watershed Worksheet.  
 

3.  Hand out copies of the Watershed Worksheets. Ask students to label a few streams, creeks, lakes and 
rivers. Help them to identify what each is if necessary. 
 

4. Ask students to outline what they think the watershed is for “Creek A.” Students should outline the 
watershed by drawing a line around the outside of the creek without getting too close to or crossing other 
streams or other bodies of water. 
 

5. Have students follow the same procedure with “Stream B” and “River C.” They should use a different color 
for each different waterway. 
 

6. On an overhead projector or smart board, show the students where the watersheds are for A, B and C. 
 

7. When students are comfortable with the concept of a watershed, take out a copy of a detailed paper map or 
project a digital map of your area (give students a paper copy of the map if possible) that includes streams, 
rivers and other bodies of water. Ideally it should be detailed enough that they can find their school or 
another landmark they would know on the map. If you are in a city you can try contacting the city planning 
office to get a map of the storm water system. USGS topographical maps (in print or digital form—see 
http://nationalmap.gov/ustopo/index.html) are great for this. You can also take a look at 
the EPA’s “Surf Your Watershed” website (http://cfpub.epa.gov/surf/locate/index.cfm).  
 

http://cfpub.epa.gov/surf/locate/index.cfm
http://nationalmap.gov/ustopo/index.html
http://cfpub.epa.gov/surf/locate/index.cfm
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8. Help students locate the school, or at least the street where the school is located, on the map and then 
circle it.  
 

9. Then have them locate the stream or storm water drain nearest to where the school is located. Have them 
color in this waterway. Ask them to try to determine the direction of water flow and indicate that direction 
with an arrow. 
 

10. Ask students to find where their stream or storm drain flows and color in all the waterways that are 
connected to their stream or storm drain, going from the smaller ones to the larger ones. They should 
continue to do this until they have identified the major waterways for the watershed. 
 

11. Have the students locate the watershed of the largest waterway. They can do this by outlining the area of 
land outside all the streams and/or rivers that flow into the largest water body without crossing over any 
other streams or rivers. 
 

12. Ask students if they can guess the name of their watershed. They can do this by looking at the names of the 
waterways into which the nearby land would drain. For example, if their school is near a storm water drain 
that pours into the Peter Canyon Creek, which runs into the San Diego Creek, which heads into Newport 
Bay, then they are a part of at least three watersheds—the Peter Canyon Creek watershed, the San Diego 
Creek watershed, and the Newport Bay watershed. 

 
Watershed Investigation 
 
You can do a field trip offsite or you can investigate your own schoolyard. 

 
A. Field Trip Offsite 

If you are able to, take students on a field trip to the site you previously identified. Walk downstream so 
students can follow the flow of water. Ideally pick a location where one water body converges into a larger 
water body (such as a stream flowing into a river or lake) so the students can see how water systems are 
connected. If you are in a city or other developed area, consider starting at a storm water drainage grate 
and walking to a nearby stream that a drainage piper enters. While walking along the stream ask the 
students which way the water flows. Where does all the water that washes down the hill or the street go 
when it rains? Ask students to think about where the stream might come from and where it goes. What land 
might catch the water and drain into the stream (or other body of water)? Why are watersheds important? 
 

B. Schoolyard Investigation 
Take students out to the schoolyard and ask them to find the hills or high points. Where are the valleys or 
low points? How do they think the water flows when it rains? Where does the water go? Have them draw 
the schoolyard and their predictions of where they think puddles and “streamlets” will form when it rains. 
After a rainfall return to the schoolyard so students can observe if their predictions were correct. 

 
Watershed Models 
 
1. Tell students that they are going to test out some of their ideas about watersheds by making a small model 

of a watershed. This can be done inside or outside in the schoolyard. 
 

2. Divide the class into small groups. If possible have parents/volunteers oversee the small 
groups.  
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3. Give each group several sheets of card stock. The paper should be thick enough or have a coating so that it 
doesn’t immediately fall apart when it gets wet, but it should also be thin enough that it can be crumpled. 

 
4. Have each group crumple up one sheet of card stock into a ball then pull it out of the ball shape but do not 

flatten or smooth the paper. It should ideally look something like a mountainous relief map. You might want 
to create a sample so the groups can see what they are trying to create. 

 
5. Students should mark the high points on their watershed model in pencil or crayon. These are the hill or 

mountain tops. 
 

6. Next have students find the lowest points and creases and mark these in a different color pencil or crayon. 
These are the valleys. They should follow the valleys with their pencils or crayons so that they are clearly 
shown. 

 
7. Next they should connect the highest points, without crossing into the valleys, with non-permanent markers 

(markers with ink that will run when wet). These are the ridgelines, and they generally mark the boundary of 
one watershed from the next. A drop of water should roll down one side and enter one watershed or roll 
down the other side and enter a different watershed. The ink will show this pattern. 

 
8. If students would like to, they can drawn in things like a small town, roads and trees using colored crayons 

or pencils. 
 

9. Ask students to come up with their own hypotheses about what will happen to their model watershed if it is 
sprayed with water. Have them think about where the water will go. 

 
10. Have students gently spray their model watersheds using the spray bottles. Ask them to observe the 

direction of water flow and any patterns they see. After a few minutes discuss with the group what 
happened. Do they see a connection between their model and their local watershed? 

 
 
Extension 
 

1. If students created (or have students create) paper watershed models, have one member of each group 
select a kind of land use (farming, logging, factories, roads, power plants, lawns). Use powdered drink mix of 
different colors to represent different kinds of land use.  Have students sprinkle powdered drink mix in 
certain areas of their watershed where they think those uses might occur. For instance, where do they think 
roads might be located? They should sprinkle a line of drink mix where they think a road would be.  

 
2. Have students write down their predictions for what will happen when rain falls on their watershed.  

 
3. Use the spray bottles to gently simulate a rain storm. Have the students observe where the water travels 

and what happened to the color of the water after it traveled through the areas of land use. What does this 
colored water represent? Roads can add oil, winter salt and other pollutants to water bodies downstream. 
Farms and lawns can add pesticides and fertilizers. Logging can add eroded soil. Factories and power plants 
can add chemicals. Use different colors of drink mix to represent the different land uses. 

 
4. When this happens in a real watershed, what does it mean for people? For wildlife? What 

are some ways we can decrease the amount of pollution entering the waterways?  
 



National Wildlife Week   ►   March 17-23, 2014   ►   www.nwf.org/nationalwildlifeweek  

5. Ask students to think about how forests and other vegetation might improve water quality particularly along 
streams, rivers and other bodies of water, and adapt their model to test their hypotheses using pieces of 
sponge to represent vegetation. 
 

Resources 
 

• EPA—What is a Watershed: http://water.epa.gov/type/watersheds/whatis.cfm 
• EPA—Surf Your Watershed: http://cfpub.epa.gov/surf/locate/index.cfm 
• USGS National Map: http://nationalmap.gov/ustopo/index.html 
• USGS Water Science School—What is a Watershed?: http://ga.water.usgs.gov/edu/watershed.html 
• Watershed Atlas of the Monongahela and Allegheny Rivers—What is a Watershed?: 

http://www.watershedatlas.org/fs_indexwater.html 
 

Adapted from “The Watershed Where You Live,” from Access Nature, National Wildlife Federation, 2008. 
 

http://water.epa.gov/type/watersheds/whatis.cfm
http://cfpub.epa.gov/surf/locate/index.cfm
http://nationalmap.gov/ustopo/index.html
http://ga.water.usgs.gov/edu/watershed.html
http://www.watershedatlas.org/fs_indexwater.html


 

Watershed Worksheet 
 
 
 
 
 


