Hands-on Watershed Essential Activities for Young Kids

Here are some suggestions for working with an unknown number of kids of unknown ages in an outdoor venue – such as a Community Day celebration or a sampling of activities at a nature center. Each is designed to address the four essential watershed characteristics used in a Listening to the River watershed experience: topography, community, change and movement.

1. Use a kiddie wading pool filled with sand and some scoopers to demonstrate topography. This activity is open-ended, appropriate for all ages and requires minimal staffing. It can serve as an attractive nuisance to get kids to stop at our area. Adjacent to the pool place a large map of the area (e.g. northwestern Michigan) so adults can use it to locate themselves and places of interest.

2. Set up a modification of the aluminum foil activity used in Watershed-in-A-Box in which kids sprinkled Kool-Aid on a prepared landscape and sprit zed with a spray bottle to observe runoff. In a related activity, cut the tops off 2-liter soda bottles, put a layer of pebbles in the bottom and fill them with potting soil. Kids can then pour in a half-cup of water to observe water percolating into the soil. If you use the same four bottles throughout the duration of the event, so kids can see water infiltrating into the pebble layer and becoming groundwater after the soil was hydrated.

3. The impact of sand and sediment on the quality of streams and rivers can be shown by presenting kids with a clear plastic cup of pebbles and having them observe the spaces in between the pebbles. Explain that small aquatic organisms live in those spaces and those critters are important to water quality because they process nutrients in the stream and are food for fish and other larger animals. Next, ask the kids to pour a scoop of sand into the cup  and observe the spaces, then ask them to describe what happened  and query them on what they thought would happen to the animals. Be sure to confirm their observations and answers, always adding that the displaced animals might move downstream to a new patch of habitat (since kids tend to jump to the conclusion that the critters would die).

4. To emphasize that everyone lives in a watershed which is a community described by a natural boundary, provide kids with a coloring page that included their "watershed address", the EPA hydrologic unit code. (Find your location at: www.epa.gov/owow/adopt/)

LTTR findings when using these activities: The adults were as interested in observing the activities and hearing the discussion as the kids were, and the event can really be an informal science family learning opportunity. People seemed really interested in following up on their own.

There are four activity cards that can be distributed as part of these experiences:

· Learning about Watersheds – CHANGE
· Learning About Watersheds – COMMUNITY
· Learning about Watersheds – MOVEMENT
· Learning About Watersheds – TOPOGRAPHY
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