Lesson: Watersheds & Their Relationship to Litter
Worksheet – Activity 3: Float, Sink or Suspend?
We’ve learned that everything in a watershed is connected and that there are many sources of different
pollutants that can enter a watershed. Even if you don’t live on an ocean coastline, watersheds eventually
connect out to the ocean.
Let’s look at the Great Lakes to see how that might happen!
•

On the map below, find your city and then draw arrows to trace the path that you think water travels to reach the
Atlantic Ocean. If you don’t see your city listed on this map you can use an online map to help find it. If you don’t
live near the Great Lakes, you can pretend that you do and pick any city you like shown on the map!

F om he G ea Lake
o he A lan ic Ocean
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Remember how litter can be found in a watershed? Eventually litter items may reach the water, and once they do, they
can move in different ways! Depending on the size, shape or chemical composition, a litter item might float at the water
surface or sink right to the bottom. It could even be suspended partway in the water in something called the water
column (an imaginary cylinder of water that extends from the surface to the bottom of the waterbody).
Because litter all travels a bit differently, some items may travel and end up in the ocean, like we just explored with the
Great Lakes map, or some might settle and accumulate at the bottom of the river or lake in the sediment.

We’re going to look at some different types of plastic litter examples and come up with a hypothesis for each of them
about what will happen when we place them in water. A hypothesis is something very important to scientists, it is a
possible answer to a question and is something that we need to test to find out if it’s correct or not.
•

Gather an assortment of plastic items and list them in the table below and describe their physical properties.
Then write what your hypothesis is for each of them when they are in water. Will they sink, float, or become
suspended in the water column? After you have tested an item, record what you observe and if that matches your
hypothesis or not.
List the Plastic
Item

Describe the physical
properties of this item
(e.g., are they light? heavy?
hollow? thin? flexible? etc.)

Write your Hypothesis:
What will happen in
water: float, sink or
suspend?
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Share your Observations:
What happened in water? Did this
match your hypotheses?

List the Plastic
Item

Describe the physical
properties of this item
(e.g., are they light? heavy?
hollow? thin? flexible? etc.)

Write your Hypothesis:
What will happen in
water: float, sink or
suspend?

Share your Observations:
What happened in water? Did this
match your hypotheses?

Final reflection: Let’s wrap up and reflect back on what we learned!
•

Do you think plastic items that sink will travel far in a watershed? What about items that float? How about items
that are suspended in the water column?

_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
•

What are some different areas within a river/lake/ocean that plastics can end up?

_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________
•

Share how some personal choices might impact local watersheds and list some actions we can take to reduce any
negative impacts.

_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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