GRADE LEVEL
2-4

DURATION

BUILD A
WATERSHED

30-40 minutes

SUMMARY

ESSENTIAL QUESTION

Students create a three dimensional model of a
watershed to understand where water goes when

How does water move across the the earth's
surface and why is it important to limit
pollution?

MATERIALS

Rectangular foil roasting pan

it rains and how humans interact with their
watershed.

Washable thick tip markers
Small spray bottle with water
Map of Durham including reservoirs (Map 2)
Map of NC's geographic regions (Map 1)
Wax paper cut into rectangle the size of the pan

NORTH CAROLINA
STATE STANDARDS
2.G.1 Use geographic representations, terms
and technology to process information from a

BACKGROUND
Ask students if they’ve ever wondered where water
goes when it rains. Explain that most of it ends up in
streams or rivers. An area of land that all drains to
the same stream is called a watershed. We can think

spatial perspective.

of a watershed as a funnel that collects water from

2.G.2 Understand the effects of humans
interacting with their environment.

all over and directs it to one place. Water collects in

2.E.1 Understand patterns of weather and
factors that affect weather.

eventually lead to the ocean. Show the map of

3.G.1.2 Compare the human and physical
characteristics of places.
3.E.2 Compare the structures of the Earth’s
surface using models or three-dimensional
diagrams.
4.L.1 Understand the effects of environmental
changes, adaptations and behaviors that enable
animals (including humans) to survive in
changing habitats.

streams and tributaries that lead to rivers and
Durham and note our two water supply sources:
Little River Reservoir and Lake Michie Reservoir.
Ask: What are the geographic regions of NC? What are
the topographic features of the Piedmont? What are
some things that affect rivers or streams? (Landforms,
precipitation, pollution, life, or human structures.) What
are some things that can occur in a watershed that could
be bad for people or the environment? (Flooding,

4.G.1.2 Explain the impact that human activity
has on the availability of natural resources in

drought, pollution, etc.) By understanding how

North Carolina.

watersheds work and water moves, we can protect
our water and our environment.
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VOCABULARY
watershed- an area of land that
drains all the streams and rainfall to
a common body of water

PROCEDURE
1. Divide the whole group into teams of 2–4. Explain that teams will
work together to build a model watershed using the materials
provided.

drought- period of abnormally low
rainfall leading to a shortage of
water

2. Each group gets the following:
a. One foil pan
b. One spray bottle

topography- the physical features

c. One rectangular sheet of wax paper

of an area, both physical and

d. Three markers

artificial
downstream- moving or situated in
the direction in which a stream
flows

3. Deliver the following instructions:
a. Crumple up the wax paper with your hands, creating wrinkles.
b. Lay your paper flat and color it all over with the washable
markers (it’s OK if the colors don’t show up very well).
c. Place the wax paper in the aluminum tray. Re-crumple the

pollution- substances that make
land, water, or air dirty and unsafe
or unsuitable to use.
flood- a rising and overflowing of a

paper a bit, creating some wrinkles and dimension - these are
the “hills” or “mountains”. View Figure 1.
d. Predict what will happen to rainwater that falls on your
landscape. Will it all go to the same place? How will it flow?

body of water especially onto

e. Spray with water and observe. View Figure 2.

normally dry land

f. Share the results.

model- a representation of
something, usually smaller than the
actual object or concept
represented

4. Ask students to think about where they would place a source of
pollution on their landscape. They can decide if it’s a factory, a
farm, or a construction site.
5. Place a few drops of food coloring on a the spot they identified.
Spray again and observe what happens to the food coloring. Ask

reservoir- natural or
man-made lake used as water
supply

students if they can identify a better place for the pollution source.
6. Extension: add Lego buildings to your watershed help understand how
people choose where to live and see what happens during a flood.

tributary- a river or stream flowing
into a larger river or lake
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Figure 1.

P R EP A R E D
W A T ER S H E D

Figure 2.

A F TE R
"R A IN"
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Map 1.

T H R EE G E O G RA P H IC
R E GI O N S O F N C
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