
© 2015 Iowa State University  www.waterrocks.org

Materials 
Two bowls
Water
Food coloring 
Washable markers
Jumbo straws
Wax paper
Tape
Eye dropper

Pollution Patrol: Point Source Vs. Nonpoint Source 
Grades 6-12

Instructions 

1. Introduce the idea of pollution to the class. Ask the class to brainstorm a list of pollutants that may 
affect water quality.

2. Tell the class there is a way to categorize pollutants based on where they come from.  Introduce and 
define the terms “point source” and “nonpoint source.”  Tell students that you will demonstrate the 
difference between the two types of pollution and how they enter the water.

Background Information

The Environmentally Conscious Robot is a character who cares a great deal about watersheds and has 
made it his goal to remind us all about them.  

A watershed is an area of land that drains to a common point (common water body). Watersheds are 
all around us.  Everywhere you go, you are in a watershed!  Understanding what watersheds are, how 
they function, and how our human activity affects them is essential to understanding how to better 
care for the land and protect the quality of our water.  

These enhanced learning activities take inspiration from the Environmentally Conscious Robot’s quest.  
They are intended to encourage awareness of watersheds and how human activities in a watershed af-
fect water quality. 

Teacher Preparation 
Prepare two bowls of water.  For one bowl, cut some straws in half and tape them to the side of the 
bowl so they point toward the water.  On the other, tape a piece of wax paper to the side so that it 
slopes into the water.  Prepare an eye dropper, extra water, food coloring, and some washable markers. 

Definitions
Point Source Pollution: Pollution from a known stationary location, such as waste 
discharge from an oil refinery.
Nonpoint Source Pollution: Pollution coming from many diffuse sources across the 
watershed.  Rainfall and snowmelt moving across the land and through the ground 
can pick up and move sediment, nutrients, bacteria, and more.
Watershed: An area of land that drains to a common point (common water body).
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3. Show how point source pollution enters water by putting some drops of food coloring into the 
straws taped to the side of the bowl.  Put enough drops in so that they flow through the straw and 
enter the water. Offer examples of what this pollution might represent: discharge from chemical 
plants and factories, oil refineries, as well as wastewater treatment facilities. 

4. To contrast, show how nonpoint source pollution enters the water.  In this case, color the wax pa-
per with a few dark colors.  These colors might represent soil that is being eroded, fertilizer that is 
on a lawn or field, oil that is on a parking lot or driveway, or even pet waste on yards.  

5. Ask the students how this pollution might get into the water.  Discuss the concept of a watershed 
and then demonstrate nonpoint source pollution by adding drops of water to the colored wax pa-
per and observing the movement of water and pollutants.

6. Review the differences between how point and nonpoint source pollutants enter the water. Return 
to the list of pollutants generated by the class and categorize each as point or nonpoint source. 

7. Many times when we think of pollution, we immediately think of examples of point source pollu-
tion.  Point source pollution is easier to identify and to regulate.  But a large amount of our water 
pollution comes from nonpoint sources.  Take a look at the list of pollutants and see if you can 
think of examples of nonpoint source pollution that you might not have initially considered. What 
we do on the land affects the quality of the water because of how a watershed functions!

Additional Resources

http://extension.usu.edu/waterquality/htm/whats-in-your-water/pollution/
http://www.kean.edu/~fosborne/resources/ex12j.htm

Challenge Question

What rules and regulations are in place to protect water quality? Investigate, compare/contrast, and 
discuss point and nonpoint source pollution under the federal Clean Water Act.


