
F O R E S T S

BRING A POOL TO SCHOOL

Streams and lakes are all different. Here’s a project that can show you 
and your classmates what’s in the water in different places.

With an adult to help, take a clear plastic container to a public pond,
stream or lake. Fill the container with water, then bring it to school.

Label the container with your name and the name of the water source. 
Let the water stand for a day or two. Then look at it closely.

Each container will have sediment inside — mud, small particles of dirt,
plants and even tiny animals. These sediments will settle on the bottom in
some containers or float around, barely visible, in others.

Strain the water through a paper filter. Look at the sediment again. You
will see there’s a big difference in water from different sources.

You can build your own watershed with
the following materials:
• A plastic water jug or a milk carton
• One rectangular aluminum pan 

(available at a supermarket)
• A package of flavored drink

powder (grape or cherry is best)
• Aluminum foil
• Paper cups

First, cut the paper cups, 
making them different heights.
Then place them in the aluminum pan,

bottom up. These will be the “mountains” in your watershed.
Next, stretch aluminum foil over the cups. Press the foil down so that it fits

snugly, high and low, over all the “mountains.” Tightly wrap aluminum foil at
the edges of the pan.

Punch three or four small holes in the upper corner of your plastic jug or
milk carton. When you fill this container with water, it will then sprinkle
“rain.” Let the rain fall gently over the watershed, and notice how the water
travels.

Next, sprinkle drink powder on different parts of the watershed. Make it
rain again. If the drink powder represents pollution, describe how it can trav-
el from one part of a watershed to another.
(This activity was adapted from a program developed by Valerie Chase at the National Aquarium in Baltimore, Maryland.)

Raindrops fall. Some soak into the ground. Some join with other
drops and trickle down slopes. The trickles join to form streams.
These streams connect to make rivers. Rivers then make their
way to the sea.

All the land drained by a stream and its branches, 
or by a river and its streams, is called a watershed.

Scientists study watersheds to learn how much
water is available to meet people’s needs. The
topography — the physical appearance
of the land — along with the
plants, the soil, the rock 
formations and the climate,
all affect the water 
in a watershed.

Forests and 
the Watershed
Heavy rain in a watershed can
cause severe flooding, which destroys
land and property. Flooding is less likely if a
watershed has carefully managed forest areas or
wetlands. (Wetlands are places that are flooded or boggy
all or part of the year. Forests can be wetlands, too.)

Forest soils soak up water. The roots of trees also
anchor soil and keep it from washing away — even after
the trees are harvested. Wetlands — usually swamps and
marshy areas — act as natural sponges, soaking up rain-
water that might cause flooding. 

UNDERGROUND RIVERS

The lakes, streams and oceans
you see are not our only sources of

water. There is a supply of water under
the ground, called groundwater. Cities
and towns use underground lakes and
rivers, called aquifers, for drinking,
watering crops, manufacturing and
other purposes. 

Groundwater may lie hundreds of
feet down or be very close to the sur-
face. The surface level of groundwater
is called the water table. 

What is a Watershed?
WORDS TO KNOW
condensation - the process of 
changing water vapor in the air to 
a liquid form

ecosystem - the interaction of all 
biological and physical elements in 
a specific environment 

evaporation - when water is taken
up into the air in a gaseous form

evapotranspiration - movement of
water from plants or from the soil by
both evaporation and transpiration

groundwater - any water
naturally found under the
ground

infiltration - the process of
water soaking into the soil

photosynthesis - the process
plants use to make their food

sediment - tiny particles of soil carried
and deposited by water 

streamside buffers - areas along
streams or rivers where trees and other
plants are left to hold the soil in place;
they also act as filters for sediment

transpiration - the way a tree breathes

wetlands - areas of land that are wet
all or part of every year
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