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FIELD LESSONS 
 
 BUILDING A WATERSHED 
 
 
Overview 
 
Students will learn components of a watershed through 
an interactive activity. 
 
Materials 
 

 Watershed Poster 
 Watershed Story (one copy per instructor,  

pages 50 - 51) 
 Watershed Story game pieces 
 Watershed Discussion Topics (pages 52 – 53) 
 Explorer Journal 

 
Procedure  
 
1. Provide each explorer with a game piece that is a part 
of your watershed.   
 
2. Ask each student to place their item in the 
watershed model when they hear the bolded words on 
their piece. 
 
3. Tell students that at the bottom of their item there 
are instructions that tell them where to place the item in 
the watershed poster. 
 
4. At the end of the story, each student will be asked to 
answer the following questions on page 8: 

 What item will you be putting in the watershed? 
 Is your item a natural part of the watershed? Explain. 
 What role does your item have in the watershed? Explain. 

 
5. With the class read the Watershed Story provided I am a drop of water...  
 
6. Go over discussion topics with students to check for comprehension and to help students answer 
their questions. If time allows, you can lengthen your discussion after students have answered their 
questions.  
 
7. Ask students to complete the Building a Watershed Field Trip page in their journals on page 8. 
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FIELD LESSONS 
 
 BUILDING A WATERSHED 
 
 
Discussion Topics 
 
1. Where does the watershed begin? 

- Answer: It starts as fresh water at the top of the mountains. 
2. How and where does water flow through a watershed? 

- Answer: HOW? It starts at the mountains where snow melts, becoming water, enters a river or stream 
that makes its way all the way to the ocean as it flows downhill with gravity.  

- Answer: WHERE? It starts in the mountains and flows downhill through forests, alongside the 
chaparral and coastal sage scrub, through the riparian corridors and wetlands and back again to the 
ocean. 

3. Why has the drop of water been around since the beginning of time? 
- Answer: water cycle discussion (evaporation, condensation, precipitation) 

4. What are some of the habitats found within the Tijuana River Watershed? 
- Answer: forests, chaparral, coastal sage scrub, riparian, wetlands, ocean, dunes 

What is a habitat? (See vocabulary list on pages 26 - 27) 
5. Why are plants important for the watershed? 

- Answer: They help hold the soil in place 
- Answer: They help to filter out pollutants 

6. Who remembers the item that we took out of the watershed?  
- Answer: The condor    

Why did we take out the condor? 
- Answer: To symbolize it is an endangered species.  In the story it says, “Its shadow once was seen 

casting down over the rivers and streams as it soared along the wind currents. I have not seen these 
birds for quite some time.” 

- Answer: In 1983, there were only 25 remaining California Condors in the wild.  In 1987, the 
remaining 8 condors were captured and taken to the San Diego Zoo (Wild Animal Park) and the Los 
Angeles Zoo where they are being captive bred.   

- Answer: In 1992, the first captive-bred condors were reintroduced into the wild. As of May 1, 2002, 
the total population of condors reached 197, and the free-flying population reached 68.  For 
population number updates, see the California Condor Recovery Program website:  
http://www.sandiegozooglobal.org/success_stories/condors 
http://cacondorconservation.org 

- Answer: Reasons why condors are endangered – loss of habitat, poaching, and lead poisoning.  
California condors, who scavenge for carcasses left behind by hunters, unintentionally eat lead 
fragments from bullets.  These fragments can lead to serious illness or even death for the condor.  
Lead works by attacking the nervous system.  Some early effects of lead poisoning in condors are loss 
of balance and inability to fly.  Later effects are generally a result of damage to nerves that control the 
digestive system.  Loss of appetite and associated weight loss can occur rapidly.  If not treated quickly, 
the damage to the nervous system is irreversible and leads to a slow and agonizing death. 

- Answer: What are some other threatened and endangered species at the Reserve? (See page 76 for a 
list of endangered and threatened birds at the Reserve) 
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FIELD LESSONS 
 
 BUILDING A WATERSHED 
 
 
Discussion Topics continued 
 
7. How much of the water on earth is fresh water?  

- Answer: 2.8% 
8. What are some ways that people damage the watershed? 

- Answer: Leftover paint, engine oil, chemicals, etc wash into the storm drains that lead into the 
watershed. 

- Answer: Building and development removes plants and trees, which lead to erosion and dirty 
freshwater (plants help to filter out pollutants and help keep soil in place).  Erosion happens when 
there are no plants to hold the soil, then when it rains the soil washes away and into the watershed, 
the soil or sediment can fill in wetlands and dirty our limited supply of freshwater. 

9. How can you help the watershed stay clean? 
- Answer: Have students brainstorm ideas such as: 

* Dispose of your trash properly.  Recycle! 
* Keep motor oil, animal waste, fertilizers, pesticides, and even yard clippings out of the gutter. 
* Choose products that are earth-friendly and can be recycled. 
* Make good decisions about how you get from one place to another. Ride a bike or walk when you 

can. 
* Teach these smart habits to your friends and family. 

10.  How is a watershed like a large community? 
- Answer: It is geographical region, so instead of a map being divided up into counties or states, it could 

easily be divided into watersheds. 
- Answer: We all live in a watershed. 
- Answer: What someone does upstream in the watershed affects everything and everyone that lives 

downstream. 


