
Build a Watershed 
A hands-on lesson to learn about source water and nonpoint source pollution 
 

Supplies 
• Plastic tub or wash basin  One per group 
• Wax paper    One sheet about 1.5 ft long per group 
• 



2  

What is your watershed address? Sometimes a watershed is also called a river basin.  
Kansas is part of the Mississippi River Basin, the largest watershed in the US. (Showing maps is 
good here.) The water that flows across the southern half of the state ends up in the Arkansas 
River. Water that falls on the northern part of the state flows in to the Missouri River. 
Eventually, both rivers flow in to the Mississippi River and then in to the Gulf of Mexico. 
 Which watershed path does the water that falls at your house take? 

There are 12 smaller watersheds inside the state of Kansas. (Show a map.) 

 Which one do you live in? 

The trouble with watersheds is that as water flows across the surface of the land it picks up 
things and carries them along. Where does the runoff eventually get to? Right. Streams, lakes, 
ponds, ocean. We call this type of pollution nonpoint source pollution because we can’t just 
“point” to the source, it comes from all of us over a wide area. 

 Think about the types of things that could get picked up and carried along during a rain 
storm in your neighborhood and carried along to the nearest stream.  
(soil, gravel, oil, road salt, pesticides, dog poop (bacteria), etc)  

Nonpoint Source Pollution in Watersheds 

6. Have students place a drop of food coloring representing a type of nonpoint source 
pollution of their choice.  

7. “Rain” again on the watershed. What happens to the pollution? How many smaller 
watersheds are impacted by the pollution? What determines who is impacted? 

8. How could they have stopped the pollution? 
9. What do they do now if the lake or river that now has the pollutant in it is where they 

get their drinking water? 
10. Give students pieces of sponge and have them see if that stops some of the pollution. 

Natural buffers like grass swales, etc make good pollution sponges.  
 

 


