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Skill: Science

Objectives:
-Students will demonstrate water movement through a watershed

Experiment Time: 
30 minutes

Background Information:
	 	 	A	watershed	 is	defined	as	all	 the	 land	that	drains	to	a	point	on	the	
landscape.	This	includes	the	stream	and	all	of	its	tributaries.	Water	will	flow	
from	the	higher	elevation	in	the	watershed	to	the	stream,	or	low	elevation.		
The	shape	of	the	watersheds	will	vary	from	region	to	region.		Some	are	long	
and	narrow,	while	others	will	be	more	circular.		Many	Oklahoma	watersheds	
are long and narrow.
	 The	boundaries	of	a	watershed	can	be	defined	using	a	topographic	map.		A	
topographic	map	has	brown	contour	lines	that	represent	the	elevation	of	the	
land	surface.		Contour	lines	close	together	indicate	a	steep	slope.		Contour	
lines	far	apart	indicate	relatively	flat	land.
	 The	water	in	a	stream	is	affected	by	the	activities	on	the	watershed.		
As	the	water	drains	through	the	watershed,	it	can	pick	up	materials	in	the	
watershed.		As	it	flows	over	various	parts	of	the	watershed,	it	will	pick	up	
different	types	of	materials.		What	do	you	think	it	could	pick	up	when	it	flows	
over	a	forest?		Leaves,	soil,	rocks	and	gravel	are	a	few	things	it	can	pick	up.		
How	about	over	farmland?		Fertilizers,	soil,	and	pesticides	are	some	of	the	
things	water	may	pick	up	over	farmland.		

Procedure:
Steps	in	the	activity:
Students will create a model watershed with hills on one side and a stream 
or	large	body	of	water	on	the	other	side.
1.Tear	off	a	piece	of	wax	paper	larger	than	the	pan.		Crumble	the	wax	paper	
to	make	creases	and	bumps.
2.	Crumble	one	or	two	balls	of	wax	paper	and	place	at	one	end	of	the	pan.
3.	Fit	the	large	piece	of	wax	paper	in	the	pan,	covering	the	balls.
4.		At	the	opposite	end	form	a	dip	or	basin.
5.		Elevate	the	hilly	end	by	placing	books	or	erasers	under	the	pan.
6.	 	Simulate	rain	on	the	watershed	with	the	watering	can	or	with	cups	of	
water.

Watershed

Materials:
foil	rectangular	baking	pan•	
wax	paper	or	foil•	
small	amount	of	sand	or	•	

soil
food	coloring•	
books	or	chalkboard	eras-•	

ers
water can with showe •	
head	or	paper	cups	with	
holes	punched	in	the	
bottom

water•	

Vocabulary
watershed•	
landscape•	
tributaires•	
topographic•	
contour•	
elevation•	
fertilizer•	
pesticide•	



www.oklahoma4h.okstate.edu/4h2o

Observe	how	the	water	runs	across	the	landscape.		The	tributaries	will	run	together	
and	eventually	run	into	the	stream	or	large	body	of	water.

7.		Place	a	small	amount	of	sand	on	the	bank	of	a	tributary.

Tell	students	to	imagine	a	new	housing	development	being	constructed	near	one	
of	the	tributaries.		Bulldozers	have	come	in	and	cleared	a	large	area,	leaving	the	
soil	bare.		Ask	students	what	would	happen	if	it	rained.

8.		Make	it	rain	again.

Students	should	observe	how	the	water	carries	the	sand	through	the	tributaries	
to	the	surface	water	where	it	settles	on	the	bottom.

9.	Create	a	chemical	spill	by	adding	a	couple	drops	of	food	coloring	near	a	tributary.		
Tell	students	the	spill	area	was	cleaned	up	by	washing	off	the	area.		Ask	them	if	
they	think	this	is	a	good	clean-up		method.

10.		Pour	water	on	the	spill	to	wash	it	away.

Have	students	descrptive	how	the	spill	moved	through	the	watershed.

Optional:	Have	students	come	up	with	different	activities	occuring	near	them.		Try	
and simulate those activities in the model watershed.

Courtesy	of	Indiana’s	Water	Riches

Watershed	cont.
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