
Wad-a-Watershed 
 

Learn the definition of a watershed, how water moves in a 
watershed, and the importance of working together to 

conserve and protect the water in your own watershed—all 
while using stuff you already have at home! 

Grade Level: 3-5 

Background Information:  

A watershed is the land that water flows across or under on its way to a stream, river, 

or lake. Watersheds come in many different shapes and sizes. Landscape is made up 

of many interconnected basins or watersheds. Within each watershed, all water runs 

to the lowest point, such as a stream, river, or lake. On its way, water travels over the 

surface and across farms, fields, forest lands, suburban lawns, and city streets, or it 

seeps into the soil and travels as groundwater.  

Large watersheds like the ones for the Mississippi River, Columbia River, and 

Chesapeake Bay are made up of many smaller watersheds across several states. 

Everyone lives in a watershed, and we are a part of a watershed community. The 

animals, birds and fish are, too! People influence what happens in watersheds, good 

or bad, by how the natural resources – the soil, water, air, plants, and animals – are 

treated. The quantity and quality of water draining from a watershed are dependent 

upon the climate, vegetation, soils, geology, and development of that watershed.  

Activities that change the vegetation and surface characteristics of some watersheds 

will affect the quantity and quality of water contributed to a stream. What happens in 

small watersheds, such as pollution, also affects the larger watersheds downstream. 

Point source pollution is water pollution from an activity originating from an identifiable 

source. Nonpoint source pollution is water pollution from sources not easily identified. 



Look at the map below. This is a government-created map of all the watersheds in 

North America. Each color represents a different watershed. 

Questions to consider: 

• How many different watersheds do you see in North America? In the United 

States? 

• What do you notice about the size and shape of these watersheds? 

• Why is it important to have a better understanding of watersheds in our country? 

https://www.usgs.gov/media/images/watershed-map-north-america
https://www.usgs.gov/media/images/watershed-map-north-america


Now let’s look specifically at watersheds in Illinois. Here is a map of the individual 

watersheds in our state.  

Find where you live and determine which watershed you inhabit. What do you notice 

about this watershed? Where does the water from your watershed flow to next? 

https://www.isws.illinois.edu/docs/default-source/maps/major-watersheds-illinois-2000-01.pdf?sfvrsn=b7aba970_2


Now let’s try to learn more about how watersheds work by using materials we already 

have at home. Follow the instructions below to create your own “Wad-a-Watershed.” 

 

Materials: 

• Large, clear plastic tub 

• Waxed paper or butcher paper – at least 2 feet 

• Spray bottle filled with colored water  

 

Directions:  

1. Take your piece of wax paper and crumple it up into a ball. 

2. Then, partially unfold the wax paper to form a 3D topography, complete with hills 

and valleys. This is your “wad-a-watershed.” 

3. Gently place your “wad-a-watershed” into the plastic tub.  

4. Block the tub up so that one end is higher than the other.  

5. Now it is time to experiment with the water to see how your watershed functions. 

Take your spray bottle and spray colored water on the high points or “divides” of 

the watershed. Notice the flow of the water and where the water pools and 

collects. Experiment with different quantities of water as you spray. What do you 

notice about how the water moves? 

6. Make a list of water use activities that happen in your local watershed. These may 

also include natural events, such as flooding, drought, mudslides, and fire. How do 

these uses affect local water quality and quantity? What are some things we can 

do to better protect the water in our watersheds? 

7. Finally, let’s see what happens when we have pollutants in our environment. Find 

some items in your kitchen to serve as your “pollutants.” For instance, Orange 

Kool-Aid powder could be excess fertilizer on a golf course. Purple Kool-Aid could 

be a dump site. Chocolate sprinkles could be dog poo at the local park. Cocoa 

powder could be soil that is unprotected at a new building site. What happens 

when you spray water on these pollutants? What are some things we can do to 

better protect the water in our watersheds? 

   


