
Clean Water and Trees 
                    Duration: 45-60 minutes 

 
Description: How exactly is water cleaned? Beyond water treatment facilities, there are 
natural ways to clean water - trees! This lesson will explore exactly how trees help keep 
our water clean. The first activity will include a video that provides an overview of basic 
information, followed by a series of questions to solidify their new knowledge. The second 
part requires students to create their own trees and test the ideas presented in the video. 
 
Materials Needed:  
Pencils ⃞  
Computer(s) ⃞  
4 clear cups per student (or some sort of clear containers) ⃞   
Measuring cup (measures up to 2 cups or one ½ cup)  ⃞  
Scrap paper (white) ⃞  
Napkins, tissues, or paper towels ⃞  
Rubber bands or string  ⃞  
Water (one cupful per student)   ⃞  
Dye or paint (to mix in with water) ⃞  

Rocks or something to imitate rocks ⃞  
 
Learning Objectives 

1. Be able to explain how trees clean water. 
2. Identify at least two ways water becomes dirty. 
3. Rely on resourcefulness to create an object. 
4. Test a theory through experiments. 

 
Applicable Education Standards 

Common Core State 
Standards/Next 
Generation ELA 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.1.B Provide reasons that are supported by facts and 
details. 
4R8: Explain how claims in a text are supported by relevant reasons and evidence. 
(RI&RL) 
4W1b: Use precise language and content-specific vocabulary. 

New York State 
Science Learning 
Standards 

Make observations and/or measurements to produce data to serve as the basis for 
evidence for an explanation of a phenomenon. (4-ESS2-1) 
Identify the evidence that supports particular points in an explanation. (4-ESS1-1) 

California Science 
Framework/Next 
Generation Science 
Standards 

Principle I: The continuation and health of individual human lives and of human 
communities and societies depend on the health of the natural systems that 
provide essential goods and ecosystem services.  
Cause and effect relationships are routinely identified, tested, and used to explain 
change. (4-ESS2-1) 
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Instructions for Educator: 
 

1. Make sure the video link below is loaded onto computers. 
2. Read the following script first: 

The water we rely on - for drinking, growing food, bathing, and more - tends to 
get dirty. But in order for us to use it, it needs to be cleaned. There are many 
ways to clean it, so let’s find out about one of them! 

3. After the students have watched the video, break them into groups of 2 or 3 to 
answer the questions in the first section. 

4. Ask the students to share what they wrote down. 
5. Before moving onto the next section, read this: 

Now that we’ve learned about how trees clean water by absorbing  
6. Make sure the students have the materials they need. Each student will be making 

their own “tree” to test out what trees do for water.  
7. Guide the students through the instructions in section two, step by step: 

a. Make sure each student has three clear cups (empty), one cupful of water, 
cardboard/scrap paper, rubber bands/string, scissors, “rocks,” and access to 
dye (or water mixed with paint). 

b. First, students will make their “tree.” Students will need to rip up different 
lengths of paper, lay similar sized napkins/tissue/paper towels in them, and 
roll them up. These are different roots. Make sure there is one tall root for the 
trunk. The important part is that they make many roots that will fit in one of 
their cups. They can use the rubber bands or string to keep the roots together 
or attached to the tree trunk.  

c. Have the students place their “tree” in one cup. 
d. Have them fill another cup halfway with rocks. (The fourth cup will remain 

empty and will be used last). 
e. Then, ask students to pour water (½ cup) into both cups. 
f. Ask them to record their observations of the two cups. There should be less 

water in the cup with the roots (it was “absorbed”). 
g. Next, add dye to the remaining unused water (1 cup total - can be two half 

cups). There should be 4 drops total - 2 for each ½ cup. The dye represents 
the harmful substances presented in the video. 

h. Ask the students to pour ½ cup of“dirty” water in both cups. 
i. They will again record their observations. 
j. Ask the students to rinse out the water cup that just contained the dyed 

water.  
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k. In order to allow the roots to absorb the water, wait 5-20 minutes. The 
longer the students wait, the more chemicals the roots will absorb. 

l. Then, the students will carefully empty the water from the rock and tree 
cups into the two empty cups and observe the water.  

m. Discuss the differences! Was the water from the tree clearer? What else was 
different? There will be less water from the tree cup - ask students how 
absorbing more water might be important (it helps prevent floods). 
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Instructions: Our water isn’t cleaned by itself! Watch this video to find 
out one particular way it is cleaned: https://vimeo.com/407810553 
Then, answer the questions below! 

 

1. Draw one way water can get dirty: 
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2. How are trees important to cleaning water? Explain one way they help! 

 

 

 

3. Why might someone depend on trees to clean their water? 

 

 

 

 
Experiment: Let’s put the trees to the test! 
 
Step 1: Gather materials. You should have all of the materials listed and pictured 
below. 

 
 

4 clear cups (empty) ⃞  

a measuring cup with 2 cups of water ⃞  

scrap paper (white or a lighter color is best) ⃞  

tissues, napkins, or paper towels ⃞  

rubber bands or string ⃞  

rocks or marbles ⃞  

dye or paint ⃞  
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Step 2: Make your tree! 

 
Rip up the paper so it is different lengths - these will become 
your roots. Make sure you have one long piece for your tree 
trunk. 
 
Each piece of paper should have a napkin (or paper towel or 
tissue) that is the same size. Lay it on top of the paper. This 
will represent the inside of the roots. 
 
Roll up the papers, with the napkins inside them. You may 
have to twist them to keep them rolled up.  
 
 
 
 
Use the rubber bands or string to  hold your roots together. 
Be creative - no one tree is the same!  
 
 
And remember, trees have many roots, but make sure you 
can fit them all in your cup. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Step 3: Plant your tree. 

 
Place your tree in one cup.  
 
Fill another cup half-way with marbles or 
rocks. 
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Step 4: It’s raining! 

 
Pour ½ cup of water into your tree cup and another ½ into the rock cup. 
 
Step 5: Record observations. 
What are the differences between the two cups after you added water? Record them below. 

 

 
Step 6: Uh oh! Chemical spill. 

 
The dye or paint you have represents a chemical, and there has 
been a spill!  
 
Mix it into the water left in 
your water cup.  
 
Let the dye mix evenly. You 
may have to stir it. 
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Next, pour ½ cup of the  “dirty” water evenly into the 
tree and rock cups. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Step 8: Record observations. 
What are the differences between the two cups after you added the dirty water? Record 
them below. 

 

 
Step 9: Time to wait. 
It takes time for trees to do their thing. Depending on what your teacher says, wait a certain 
amount of time to let the roots absorb.  
 
Step 10: Test that water! 

 
 
 
Carefully pour the water from the rock cup into one of 
the empty cups without spilling the rocks.  
 
 
Pour the water from the tree cup into the remaining 
empty cup. Make sure you know which cup is which!  
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What does the water look like now?  

 
 
This photo shows the differences between the water 
after only 5 minutes.  
 
The cup on the left shows the water from the trees.  
 
The one on the right is from the rocks. 
 
 
 
 

How long did you wait? What do your cups tell you about the water? 
Record your observations below. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

  


