
Definitions

Watershed: An area of land 
that drains to a common 
water body, such as a river, 
lake or stream

River: A natural course of 
water, usually freshwater, 
flowing toward an ocean, 
lake, sea, or another river

Background

“What Does A River Want To Do?” is a song about the countless things a river does for the liv-
ing and nonliving things in and around it. There are so many different plants and animals that use 
and receive rivers' gifts that each has a unique perspective about the river. A fish may experience 
the river very differently than a bird, for example. In this way, it is crucial that we understand the 
importance of conservation in keeping rivers healthy so that the diversity of living and nonliving 
things reliant on the river continue to play their own unique and vital roles in the ecosystem.  Much 
like the people living in each river’s watershed, rivers around the world are unique, dynamic and 
ever-changing places.

  
Materials 
Teacher-selected books or online sources about rivers 
World map or globe 
Construction paper 
Notebook paper
Pens 
Markers, crayons, and/or colored pencils
Computer(s) with Internet access (optional) 
Index cards with the name of a famous river written on each 
World outline map for each group
Pictures of each selected river (optional)

Objective  
Students work in teams to research famous rivers around the 
world. Students will define and discuss the word “river,” learn 
facts about rivers, become familiar with ten famous rivers on 
a map or globe, draw them on their own maps, and create a 
fact sheet to help increase awareness and appreciation of those 
rivers. Students will conclude their discussion of rivers by 
imagining what life would be like without rivers, giving them 
a greater sense of urgency for the need to protect and conserve 
river ecosystems.

World rivers investigation
Grades 3-5

This activity was designed as a companion for the music video “What Does A River Want To Do?.”
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Instructions

Discuss the meaning of the word river. Introduce some general facts about rivers from teacher-selected 
sources. Examples below are from UK Facts About Rivers, Encyclopedia Britannica, Idaho Public Tele-
vision and Science Kids website).

• A river is a natural course of water, usually freshwater, flowing toward an ocean, a lake, a sea or   
another river. 

• Flooding is a natural process for rivers around the world.

• All rivers start at the highest point in an area called the source.

• The “mouth” is at the end of a river.

• Downstream is the direction that rivers flow – towards the mouth of rivers.
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Teacher Preparation  
1. Write the names of famous world rivers on index cards:

• Nile
• Amazon
• Mississippi
• Congo
• Rhine
• Huang He
• Missouri
• Yenisey
• Volga
• Chang Jiang

2. Make copies of the world outline map (p.5 of this activity) on 8.5” x 11” or 11” x 17” paper for each 
group of students.

• Danube
• Yangtze
• Zambezi
• Yellow
• Ganges
• Yarra
• Thames
• Colorado
• Mekong

Instructions

1. Organize students into small groups of two or three. Distribute one index card, world outline map, 
and construction paper to each group. 

2. Have each group read the word on the card, instructing them that each card contains the name of a 
famous river. 

3. Instruct students to work in their groups to locate their river on a map, draw the river on their map, 
and write down facts about the river.  Have students use teacher-selected print sources and/or online 
sources. If Internet access is not available to everyone, print information from selected websites. You 
may want to begin your search with these suggested websites: 

       • Longest Rivers in the World 
          http://www.socialstudiesforkids.com/articles/geography/longestriverstable.htm

       • River Systems of the World 
          http://www.rev.net/~aloe/river/

       • Principal Rivers of the World 
          http://www.factmonster.com/ipka/A0001779.html

       • Rivers of the World 
          http://www.slco.lib.ut.us/kidriver.htm
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4. Discuss the meaning of the word river. Introduce some general facts about rivers from teacher-
selected sources. Examples below are from UK Facts About Rivers, Encyclopedia Britannica, Idaho 
Public Television and Science Kids website.

       • A river is a natural course of water, usually freshwater, flowing toward an ocean, a lake, a sea, or           
          another river. 

       • Flooding is a natural process for rivers around the world.

       • All rivers start at the highest point in an area called the source.

       • The mouth is at the end of a river, its lowest point.

       • Downstream is the direction that rivers flow – towards the mouth of rivers.  

       • A watershed is an area of land that drains to a common water body. A watershed can be as   
          small as an area that drains into your local creek or as large as the area that drains into the   
          Mississippi River. Within the watershed, many nonliving and living components function to- 
          gether to provide habitat and food for animals, and filtration and purification of water.

       • The longest river in the world is the Nile River; it reaches 6650 kilometers (4132 miles) in   
          length. 

       • The second longest river in the world is the Amazon River; it reaches 6400 kilometers (4000   
          miles) in length.

       • The longest river in the USA is the Missouri River, stretching 3770 kilometers (2,340 miles) in  
          length (slightly longer than the Mississippi River). The two combine to form the longest river  
          system in North America, reaching 6275 kilometers (3902 miles) in length. 

       • There are different sizes of rivers.  Small rivers often have different names such as creek, stream  
           and brook.

       • Rivers normally contain freshwater.

       • Rivers have many uses which include fishing, bathing, transportation, recreation, and are imp- 
          ortant water sources for drinking water and agriculture around the world.
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Additional Resources

For more information for kids about rivers, the water cycle, and water on earth, visit 
http://idahoptv.org/dialogue4kids/season11/rivers/facts.cfm

Adapted from Mapping Famous Rivers 
http://www.educationworld.com/a_lesson/01-1/lp239_01.shtml

5. Have students share their completed maps and facts with the class. In this discussion, incorporate 
ideas of how precious our waterways are and how living things could not survive without water like 
we find in our rivers. Ask the class to come up with a list of things that rivers do for us and what they 
think life would be like without rivers.

Encourage students to use the concept of a watershed (an area of land that drains to a common water 
body) to frame what affects the rivers the students are reporting on. For example, have students cup 
their hands together and explain how the high edge of their hands where their thumbs are represent 
mountains or higher areas of land while the lowest part of their hands, is like a valley with a river. 
Therefore, everything that happens within the two hands ultimately ends up in the same river because 
watersheds drain to a common body of water. It may benefit students to draw the boundaries of the 
watersheds of the rivers on their map. This information can be found at http://www.grida.no/graphic-
slib/detail/major-river-basins-of-the-world_b6d2.
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