United States
Environmental Protection
Agency

Office of Water
4601

EPA 810-F-98-004
June 1998

EPA ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION
NON-POINT SOURCE POLLUTION
GRADE LEVEL: 4 – 7
BACKGROUND: This activity is designed to demonstrate to students what an average storm drain
collects during a rainfall event and how the water from storm drains can impact the water quality and
aquatic environments of local streams, rivers, and bays.
MATERIALS NEEDED:
“Waterway”
Aquarium
Rectangular Box
Water
Watering Can
Spray Bottle

“Pollutants”
Green Food Coloring (pesticides/fertilizer)
Vegetable Oil (motor oil)
Soil/Sand/Pebbles (erosion)
Grass Clippings (or Shredded Paper) and Twigs
Cafeteria Waste and Trash

PREPARATION: Fill the aquarium half-way with water and place it on an accessible area where it can
be easily viewed by the students. Cut a hole in the bottom of the box and place the box on top of the
aquarium. The box represents the storm drain and the aquarium represents the waterway that the storm
water mixes into after entering the storm drain. Leave the sides of the aquarium uncovered so that the
students can view its contents.
PROCEDURE:
1. Introduce this activity with a discussion of storm drains and storm drain systems and their purposes.
Discuss where the water and objects that float down into a storm drain go. Have students list all of the
things that they can think of that might enter a storm drain during a rain storm.
2. Assign a group of students to each pollutant. Discuss each pollutant, including its use or origin and
how it could enter the storm drain.
3. Have each group of students place their pollutant into the storm drain. Use the watering can to create
rain to wash the pollutant into the waterway. While washing each pollutant into the waterway, review the
pollutant and its use or origin. Discuss the following questions: How does the pollutant damage the
environment? Do the people who are responsible for the pollutant want to damage the environment?
Why did they do what they did? How can this type of pollution be stopped?
4. After adding all of the pollutants, examine the contents of the waterway. Discuss how the waterway
has changed and how viewing this change makes the students feel.
FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS:
1. What types of the pollution are natural?
2. What types of pollution are added by people living in the local communities?
3. How can we remove the pollution from the water?
4. What could be done to stop pollutants from entering storm drains?
VARIATIONS: Have the groups of students responsible for the pollution think of ways to remove the
pollution from the aquarium. Try some of the removal methods. Which pollutants were easy to remove?
Which were difficult to remove?

