
Wad-A-WatershedACTIVITY SNAPSHOT

SUPPORTING AREAS
Human Environment 
Interactions

PURPOSE
Students will develop an 
understanding of agricultural 
conservation practices by 
creating a visual representation 
of a watershed.    

STATE STANDARDS IT SUPPORTS
SS 3.3.3.a Describe how the 
environment influences human 
activities and how humans alter 
the environment to suit their 
needs.  

MATERIALS 
•	 8½ x 11 paper, 1 per student 

•	 4 different colors of water 
soluble markers, per student

•	 Spray bottle of water, 1 per 
student
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Vocabulary Words
watershed: the area of land where all of the water that is 
under it, or drains off of it, collects into the same place.

Activity Summary
This activity provides an excellent visual representation of 
a watershed and how the actions of everyone – farmers, 
homeowners, business people, etc. can impact the water 
resources. Students will create a small watershed by 
wadding up a piece of paper. They will highlight the areas 
of the watershed using markers of different colors. Using 
a spray bottle of water, students will rain and move water 
across the watershed and monitor what happens. 

Adapted from Illinois Agriculture in the Classroom Lesson 
Plan Wad-a-Watershed.



Background Information
A watershed is a geographic area in which water, sediment, and dissolved minerals all drain into a 
common body of water like a stream, creek, reservoir, or bay. A watershed includes all the plants, 
animals, and people who live in it, as well as the non-living components like rocks and soil. We are all part 
of a watershed, and everything we do can affect the surface and ground water that runs through this 
system.

Agriculture and farmers can have an important impact on the watershed and our water resources. 
We cannot survive without the food, clothing, and shelter we get from agriculture. Without water, 
agriculture cannot happen. Water is needed to grow plants and animals and to process raw 
materials into products we use. Crop irrigation is also a big part of agriculture. Agriculture’s need for 
water must be balanced with all the other ways water is needed. Farmers and other people involved 
in agriculture must also work to conserve and protect the water in our watershed. A few actions that 
farmers do to protect our water include:

•	 Planting grass strips between crops and streams, lakes, and other surface water. The grassy area 
slows water running off the crop fields and also traps and filters soil, nutrients, pesticides, and 
other potential pollutants before they reach the streams and lakes.

•	 Leaving plant remnants such as stalks or leaves on fields after harvesting instead of plowing 
them into the soil reduces the amount of soil that is washed into our water resources. Farmers 
also plant crops in strips, alternating row corps (such as corn) with hay or pasture crops to hold 
the soil in place and keep our water clean.

•	 Keeping manure and livestock animal wastes contained helps keep these potential pollutants out 
of rivers, wetland, and lakes.

All of us live in a watershed so everyone can have an impact on the water quality, as well as the animals 
and plants that share life in the watershed. Some actions that everyone can take to protect water include:

•	 Plant and Grow – If there are bare spots in a yard, plant grass, shrubs, etc. Plants prevent erosion 
which leads to soil being moved through the watershed into our lakes and rivers.

•	 Sweep hard surfaces like sidewalks, driveways, and basketball courts with a broom instead of 
spraying with a hose. Water is saved and harmful pollutants are kept out of storm drains.

•	 Do not dump used motor oil, hazardous chemicals, pet waste, or any other materials down the 
storm drains or on the ground.  The water in storm drains flows to rivers, lakes, or other bodies 
of water and could end up in our drinking water.

What’s the Connection to Agriculture?
Water is essential for human and animal consumption, but also clean water is needed to grow crops and 
provide habitat for wildlife. Human impact and weather have an impact on the watershed. Farmers and 
other people in agriculture must work to protect and conserve the water.  

Interest Approach
1.	 Ask students to list products that farmers produce. If needed, be sure students know that farmers 

produce food, flowers, fibers, and even forestry products. List several items on the board. 

2.	 Next, ask students to look at the list they have created and identify what things farmers need to 
grow. Use guided questions until they identify water as a necessary element. 
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3.	 Use a class discussion to help students recognize the importance of water to agriculture. 
Without water, farmers could not produce food, fiber, and other necessities. 

Activity Procedure
1.	 Ask students where water is found around the school. 

Expected responses: water tower, lake, river, pond, puddle, drinking fountain, bathroom. 

2.	 Ask students if water in those areas ever moves. Why? Accept responses and use the Background 
Information to explain that a watershed is the land that water flows across, under, or on its way 
to a stream, river, or lake. Everyone lives in a watershed. You and everyone in your watershed are 
part of the watershed community. You influence what happens in your watershed, good or bad, by 
how you treat the natural resources – the soil, water, air, plants, and animals. 

3.	 Give each student a piece of 8½ x 11 paper and instruct them to crumple the paper into a tight 
ball. Gently open the paper but don’t flatten it completely. Tell students that this piece of crumpled 
paper represents a watershed. 

4.	 Choose one color of water-soluble marker and have all students mark the highest points on their 
watershed. Discuss with students the “high points” in your community and also areas of high 
elevation that students have visited. 

5.	 Discuss with students that most bodies of water are in lower elevations. Choose a second color 
(preferably a shade of blue) and mark the places where different bodies of water might be: 
creeks, rivers, lakes, etc. Have students think of creeks, rivers, and lakes that they have visited and 
describe the land around these water features.

6.	 With a third color, mark two to three spaces to represent human settlements: housing, factories, 
shopping centers, office buildings, schools, etc. Discuss with students what impact these areas 
might have on the bodies of water (use the water for drinking, sanitation, etc.; actions such as lawn 
irrigation, pollution, etc. can impact the water sources).

7.	 With a fourth color, mark two to three agricultural areas where plants and/or animals could be 
raised. Discuss with students the needs of these plants and animals (water, food, shelter) and also 
how the actions of the animals might impact the water.

8.	 Use the spray bottles to lightly spray the finished maps. The spray represents rain (precipitation) 
falling into the watershed.

9.	 Discuss observations using the following questions:

a.	What changes did you observe?

b.	Where does most of the rainfall collect?

c.	 What path does the water follow?

d.	What happens to the human settlement areas?

e.	What happens to the agricultural areas?

f.	 How would the flow of water through a watershed in real life impact these areas?
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Concept Elaboration and Evaluation 
1.	 How does this piece of paper represent a watershed?

Water collects in the low spots of the map. The colors moved around the paper the more water 
that was added. This shows that watersheds are influenced by weather and human activity. As the 
markers “bleed” they demonstrate how rain moving through the watershed affects soil erosion and 
urban runoff. 

2.	 What actions do you think farmers could take to protect the quality of water?

Planting grass strips between crops and streams, lakes, and other surface water. The grassy area 
slows water running off the crop fields and also traps and filters soil, nutrients, pesticides, and other 
potential pollutants before they reach the streams and lakes.

Leaving plant remnants such as stalks or leaves on fields after harvesting instead of plowing them 
into the soil.  This reduces the amount of soil that is washed into our water resources. Farmers also 
plant crops in strips, alternating row corps (such as corn) with hay or pasture crops to hold the soil in 
place and keep our water clean.

Keeping manure and livestock animal wastes contained helps keep these potential pollutants out of 
rivers, wetland, and lakes.

3.	 What actions can we all take to protect the quality of water?

Plant and Grow – If there are bare spots in a yard, plant grass, shrubs, etc. Plants prevent erosion 
which leads to soil being moved through the watershed into our lakes and rivers.

Sweep hard surfaces like sidewalks, driveways, and basketball courts with a broom instead of 
spraying with a hose. Water is saved and harmful pollutants are kept out of storm drains.

Do not dump used motor oil, hazardous chemicals, pet waste, or any other materials down the storm 
drains or on the ground.  The water in storm drains flows to rivers, lakes, or other bodies of water and 
could end up in our drinking water.

Extension Activities 
Program: Nebraska Agriculture in the Classroom Visit 
Nebraska Agriculture in the Classroom staff leads customized, hands-on lessons aligned to Nebraska 
State Education Standards within science, social studies, and language arts for grade K-5 in schools 
across Nebraska. Find the lessons on the website at www.nefbfoundation.org. 

Website: Science in Your Watershed 
This website can help teachers find scientific information on watersheds in their area. Use a mapping 
interface to locate your local watershed as well as find various other resources. 
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