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Step 1: Concept-building		

Introduction to Watershed Stewardship

 Time required: 15 minutes to 3 hours

Please review the Leader’s Evaluation Form and Children’s Report Cards to ensure that you collect 
pertinent information as you work through the Water Watchdog Program.

Focus the participants for the field trip by introducing vocabulary and concepts. You and/or the participants 
may choose to read these pages out loud, and use the information and activities to generate discussion. 
Participants should understand the meaning of stewardship, ecological concepts and why they are 
surveying the monitoring site.

If you have less time, or are working with younger 
children, focus on sections in the Information 
Files that use a large type size or have light green 
screening behind the paragraphs.

The following activities provide participants and leaders with a baseline upon which to gauge 
future learning.
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1. Program Planner

If you are working with older 
children try some of the water 
challenges and read all parts of the 
Information Files.

The Water Watchdog Program
The Water Watchdog program is a fun-filled 
learning experience for youth ages seven to 
fourteen. The goal is to increase understanding 
of water quality on the prairies and to show how 
individuals can take an active role in protecting this 
precious resource.

Water Watchdog is an action-awareness program 
that encourages participants to take action by 

testing and reporting on the quality of the water in 
their own “backyard” streams and rivers, lakes and 
ponds. We anticipate that children will take their 
Field Guides home to review their findings with 
their families, to use as a reference manual, and to 
help them identify and implement stewardship and 
water conservation activities.

More often than not, when you turn on the news, 
you hear a story about hazardous drinking water, 
extreme weather conditions or countries selling or 
redirecting water. Water management is 
something that an increasing number of people are 
thinking about.

Youth growing up today will inherit all these water 
problems. It is important to give them skills they 
can use to solve them.

• They need to build connections to real nature as 
opposed to the virtual nature seen on screens.

• They need to open learning spaces within .
themselves to understand ecological concepts 
that include them and their community.

• They need to learn how to evaluate a situation, 
draw conclusions, act and then evaluate the 
action.

These skills provide the hope that the participants 
will be part of the solution for solving water 
problems and maintaining a sustainable water 
supply for all living things.

Why is the Water Watchdog Program Important?

The Water Watchdog Program is designed to be .
flexible and readily adaptable to the time you have 
available, and the age and ability of the children 
you are working with. You may have half a day at a 
lake, or you may want to work through different .

components of the manual in one or two hour .
sessions over an extended period of time. This 
Leader’s Guide and the program planner beginning 
on page 5 will assist you in identifying the parts of 
the program that will work best in your situation.

Using the Water Watchdog Program

 
	 From Information Files	 From Leader’s Setup

Concept	 Page	 Related Activity	 Page	 Time Required

Water cycle and 	 1 & 3	 Be a Water Molecule	 10	 20 min..
watersheds		  in the Sask. River Basin

Connecting to water	 2	 Water Stories	 11	 5 min. per child

Solutions and suspensions	 4	 Chunky Chemical Soup	 12	 20 min.

Connecting to the 	 8	 Collect Information on .
monitoring site		  the Monitoring Site	 6	 1 hour – 3 hours
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Step 4: Wrap it Up

A Time for Reflection and Evaluation

 Time required: 15 minutes to 1 hour

• Have the participants fill in the Report Card that is included with each Field Guide. Please collect these 
and send them in to Partners FOR the Saskatchewan River Basin. Alternatively, an online reporting form 
can be submitted through our website, by logging onto www.saskriverbasin.ca and following the links 
under Water Watchdog. We do not require specific information such as last names, addresses or phone 
numbers of the children. Any received will not be published or distributed.

Remember data is most powerful when it is shared! We will use our website to maintain an updated 
summary of locations at which monitoring took place and general findings.

• Form a Sharing Circle (Leader’s Set Up, page 14) to give participants time to reflect upon their field trip 
  experience.

• Read the Water Conservation Pledge (Field guide, p.27) and discuss.

• If your group still has energy, play another round of Pike and Walleye (Leader’s Set Up, page 12) and 
see if their knowledge level has increased!

• Please complete and send in the Leaders Evaluation Form (also available online)

Step 5: Further Action?

Beyond the Field Trip

 Time required: Variable

• If feasible have the participants take home and complete the activity sheet “How Big is your Water 
Footprint?” and “Be a Water Detective”. Discuss results.

• Discuss water conservation in the home, school or camp. What measures can be taken to conserve 
water? 

• Look at the Field Guide, p. 24 and decide on an action plan. Use Consensus Decision-Making .
(Leader’s Set Up  page 6) to determine responsibilities.

Thank you for participating in the Water Watchdog Program! Please ensure that you complete and submit the Leader’s 

Evaluation. The information you send us will assist us in evaluating the success of the program, identifying where monitoring 

took place and keeping track of the number of children participating. This information is critical when we report to our project 

funders.

We are interested in seeing what conclusions children are drawing from their data, and what impact their participation had on 

their attitudes and behavior in terms of water stewardship and water conservation. Any comments you can provide on your 

Leader’s Evaluation form would be very helpful. Write to us, give us a call [Toll free: (800) 567-8007] or reach us online.

2   Program Planner

Step 2: Getting Ready	

Field Trip Preparation

 Time required: 15 minutes to 2 hours

Review Safety First for information on:
• Picking The Monitoring site, Leader’s Set Up, page 4
• Legal Responsibilities, Leader’s Set Up, page 4
• Safety Considerations, Leader’s Set Up, page 5

Review Field Trip Activity Tips.

Plan the field trip with your participants
• Review Gearing up and Playing it Safe, Information Files, page 9
• Review the Data Sheets, Leader’s Guide, page 13-18
• Use Consensus Decision-Making to determine responsibilities, Leader’s Set Up, page 6
• Assemble all equipment.
	 • Equipment Checklist in the Information Files, page 9
	 • Additional equipment that is helpful
		  • Field guides to plants and animals, binoculars
		  • White plastic shallow containers, white ice cube trays and white 
		   ladles for looking at aquatic invertebrates
		  • Bright-coloured flagging tape for flagging easily lost equipment

Step 3: The Big Event!	

The Field Trip: Leaders Field Guide

 Time required: 1 hour to 3 hours

Have a great day! With all the preparation work that was done in Steps 1-2, you and your group 
should be completely ready to assess your monitoring site.
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Safety Considerations

You need to look after both the participants and the monitoring site. Deciding how to act at the monitoring 
site can be a good exercise in consensus decision-making by the participants.

Safety considerations for the participants

• Have adequate supervision for the number of children on the field trip.
• Brief supervisors and participants about any minor hazards that may be encountered.
• Teach safety rules for each activity.
• Review personal gear needs with the participants before the day of the field trip (p. 1 of the Field Guide).
• Use the buddy system.
• Establish physical boundaries and keep everyone in sight.
• Bring drinking and hand-washing water, biodegradable soap, a first aid kit and cellular phone.
• Find out if any of the participants have allergies to bees, grass, pollen, etc. and be prepared. A bee sting 
kit should be brought if any participants are allergic to bee stings.

• Have the participants wash their hands with clean water and soap before they eat.

Safety considerations for the monitoring site

• Minimize the damage to plant cover by using existing trails if possible and planning routes.
• Watch out for ground-nesting birds.
• Do not pick flowers or dig up plants.
• If rocks or logs are turned over to see what is underneath, put them back. They provide homes for 
  animals.
• Be careful that your group does not cause shore or bank erosion by their movements along the .
water’s edge. Walking on wet ground leaves long-lasting, deep footprints.

• Do not bring home any animals. Aquatic invertebrates and frogs are hard to keep alive for long, and .
no longer have a chance to breed. This is a waste.

• Do not bring home any souvenirs. Even shed feathers are used as nest liners by birds and small .
mammals.

• Do not litter.
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Picking the Monitoring Site

It is important that you assess the monitoring site BEFORE taking children on the field trip. You may have 
a particular site in mind due to local or regional land use issues, or due to convenience. 

While you are assessing the site, visualize the participants carrying out the activities. Will this site provide 
what is needed for the successful completion of the Water Watchdog field trip?

Monitoring Site Risks

Is this a safe site for the age group of children going on the field trip?

• Are there water hazards such as currents, drop-offs, slippery rocks or deep mud?	
• Are there steep or slippery slopes, or sharp objects such as barbed wire, broken glass or pointed stumps 
(from   beaver activity)?

• Is the water so polluted that it poses a health threat for children? Waterproof gloves and goggles may be 
necessary when sampling. Nets for catching aquatic invertebrates and water-sampling bottles may be 
attached to long poles to avoid contacting the water.

• Are there cattle or other potentially dangerous animals in the area?
• If you plan to have running games, check area for ground squirrel burrows and other holes.

Legal Responsibilities 

You, as the leader, are expected to exercise a standard of care for the participants that is expected of a 
reasonable person having any special knowledge or qualifications possessed by the person. Negligence is 
the failure to do something that should have been done or doing something improperly.

For schools, church groups or other interest groups, a permission form signed by parents is important. 
The form should inform parents and participants of any potential risks involved in the field trip. Ensure that 
parents know the location and the purpose of the monitoring program. Perhaps some of them would like to 
come along and help.

Find out what insurance policy covers your field trip.

Get permission from the landowner to use his or her land for a monitoring site before going on to private 
property.

a. Safety First

2. Before Getting Your Feet Wet



3. Assembling the Logbooks
Each participant needs a Logbook.

The masters for the Logbook may be photocopied, or scanned and printed. The masters are formatted as 
shown in the following figure. Use eight sheets of 8.5 x 11 inch paper, printed on both sides for each Logbook. 

A sample assembled Logbook is included in the Water Watchdog kit.

ending on your time frame, you can assemble the Logbook beforehand or your 
Depending on your time frame, you can assemble the Logbook beforehand or your participants can do so 
as an activity:

    •  Arrange the sheets in a stack, so that the paging is sequential.
    •  Fold along the dotted line to form the booklet.
    •  The Logbook does not need to be stapled, but if you choose to do so, make sure it is close to the fold.  
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Refer to the Leader’s Field Guide, p. 3

Information is critical to the success of watershed stewardship. It helps the participants understand the 
specific characteristics of their part of the watershed and its place within the whole basin. 

Depending on your circumstances, you may have little or much time for your participants to gather 
information. You may wish to spend some time gathering information as part of an individual or class 
project. You may wish to gather some of the information yourself and present it in a 15-30 minute 
presentation just prior to going out on your field trip. Even locating the monitoring site on a highway map 
and discussing the land use around it will give the participants a background upon which to paint their .
field trip experiences.

b. Collecting Information on the Monitoring Site

Working with others in the community is an important aspect of developing watershed stewardship. There 
are many stakeholders in the community—all with their own ideas and feelings about water management. 
Encourage your group to act using consensus decision-making.

Advantages include
• treating all members of the group equally
• getting away from “winners” and “losers”
• increasing collective understanding
• motivating people to look for new ideas in order to reach consensus

Steps taken in consensus decision-making:
1. The leader presents the issue at hand (e.g. how to get ready for the field trip, safety issues, .

responsibility for data collection, etc.). 
2. Encourage everyone to voice his or her opinions and get involved in an open discussion.
3. Make possible consensus decisions, testing for agreement.
4. If there is no agreement, then have a round in which everyone can express feelings on the decision .

without being interrupted.
5. Repeat 3.
6. Repeat 4 until everyone agrees or at least can live with it.

The application of consensus decision-making can be used for organizing the field trip (responsibilities of 
participants), collecting information on your part of the watershed, arriving at conclusions about monitoring 
site health, filling in the Monitoring Site Report Card, or deciding on further stewardship actions after the 
field trip. This is an important skill to develop in environmental leaders.

c. Consensus Decision-Making



HOW TO BUILD A DIP NET

Water Watchdop come with dip nets.  Although these nets are great for 
smaller hands, many participants have greater success using a large dip net.  
Using a large dip net also allows a long reach when dipping from shore.

Materials required:

- 1 metre broom handle or dowel for handle
- 1 wire coat hanger
- 30 cm2 cheesecloth or fine netting
- needle and thread
- strong tape or wire

1.  Fold one edge of the net down and  	
    sew.

2.  Fold square in help and sew net 	
    curve.  Cut off the excess.

3.  Bend wire coat hanger into a 		
    square and open.

4.  Thread net onto hanger, 
    reconnect hanger.

5.  Attach hanger to the dowel with wire 	
    or tape.
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Dipping for Aquatic Invertebrates

A goal of the Water Watchdog program is to monitor water 
quality.  Aquatic invertebrates are biological indicators of water 
quality.  Remember, in water of poor quality or in fast moving 
water these invertebrate populations may be small or nonexistent.  
However, these critters can also be easy to miss.

The fast moving Whirligig 
beetle is only 0.5 cm long, 
while a Water flea can be 
as small as 0.02 cm long!

DIPPING FOR AQUATIC INVERTEBRATES IS A SKILL. 
WE SUGGEST LEADERS GO PRACTICE DIPPING AHEAD OF TIME.

TIPS FOR SUCCESSFUL DIPPING

1.  Fill the viewing buckets with pond water.  This could be an ice-cream pail, dishpan or other 
    non-toxic container.  A white, shallow container provides the best background to view aquatic 
    invertebrates.

2.  DIP - Scoop your net around aquatic plants and rocks near the shoreline.  Be careful not to unroot   	
    aquatic plants.  In addition, do not move rocks in the water.  These provide a safe habitat for 
    aquatic invertebrates - if you life a rock, these creatures will be buried by sediment.

3.  Place the net into the bucket.  Turn inside out and gently swish.

4.  Keep containers in the shade so the water temperature does not rise.  These creatures are adapted  	
    to their natural habitat.  A quick change in temperature can cause undo stress and death.

5.  After observing animals in the dishpan, let them go.  Submerge dishpan in the original water and 	
    gently tip to let out the contents of the dishpan.  Never pour from the dishpan into the water body.  	
    This can damage or kill small plants and animals.

Everyone gets excited about water critters.  Prepare participants for this activity.

For young Water Watchdogs, you may wish to give them the opportunity to practice dipping with 
nets ahead of time by having them scoop small pieces of paper out of a sink or basic and transfer 
them to a holding bucket.

8  Aquatic Invertebrates 
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TEXT

Imagine…you are high up on the mountainside... It is very cold… 
When you take a breath, the cold air catches in the back of your 
throat. The wind howls and seems to wrap itself around your very 
bones.

Shivering, you look down at your feet and see that you are standing 
on a ridge of snow, shaped like a frozen wave. As you look at the 
snow, you feel yourself shrinking down, down…down... Imagine you 
are becoming the smallest part of a snowflake—you are becoming a 
water molecule!

As you look around, you see that you are joined to other water 
molecules that help form your snowflake. Oh, there are so many of 
them! The sun’s rays are making your snowflake glisten and shine. 
Even a diamond couldn’t compete with your beauty!

Spring has come and gone down in the prairies… but up here in the 
mountains, spring comes late… Finally, the sun’s rays feel hotter and 
the days get longer. Your beautiful snowflake pattern breaks apart… 
You are restless, and one day you feel yourself flowing along with 
other restless water molecules through the melting snow.

Suddenly… you find yourself suspended in a trembling drop of water 
on the edge of the melting snow... Looking down, you can see that 
you are hanging over a mountain stream! Below you, round rocks 
line the bed of the stream. You don’t have time to get scared as you 
quickly fall into the water.

Whee! This is like being at the waterslides! Feel how the current pulls 
on your body as you shoot down the channel, tumbling this way and 
that. Everything looks so clear except where splashes of air bubbles 
leave silvery streaks. You leap out of the stream into the air where 
you breathe in the sharp resinous smell of spruce trees. You jump 
again and almost land on the nose of a deer bending down for a 
drink! Back into the channel you fall and bounce off the silvery sides 
of…????…trout!

Soon, you notice the current slowing down… and many more water 
molecules are flowing along side of you. So many! You feel a great 
surge of power as you join this mass of water. You have reached the 
valley floor and you are now part of the Saskatchewan River! 

It’s getting harder to see…Bits of jagged soil particles are travelling 
along with you. Watch out! One piece almost collided with you. Duck! 
That one just missed your head! It looks like the view from a space 
ship travelling through an asteroid belt. The current pushes you to the 
surface where you see how the force of the muddy brown river has 
worn away the riverbank. You merge into a wave, ride the crest for a 
second and then plunge deep down towards the riverbed.

Just when you thought that it wasn’t possible for the water to get any 
muddier, there’s a complete blackout! Not only that—bits of soil, parts 
of plants and who-knows-what-else are jostling you on every side! 
Once again the current pushes you to the surface. 

You catch a glimpse of a construction site with heavy soil-moving 
equipment on the riverbank. A bridge is being built.

Suddenly—thunk! You smack against a solid object so hard that you 
lose your breath. As you begin to breathe again, you see that the 
object that you are clinging to is a root. An irresistible pull begins to 
act—drawing you into the root…The first thing you notice when inside 
is that it is clean. You breathe a sigh of relief, as you slip and slither 
through the holes in the spongy material of the root.

As you emerge from one hole, you find yourself in a tube in the 
center of the root. Looking up, the tube seems to stretch away 
forever. Pale green light glows around the tube in its higher reaches. 
You feel yourself being sucked up. Soon you are travelling towards 
the green light at a speed far faster than you would travel on a 
highway. You burst into the light. It’s beautiful! It’s like travelling in 
an elevator with ever-changing walls of swirling, glistening green 
patterns. You are travelling up the stem of a plant.

The tube you are in ends inside a leaf. You find another hole in some 
more spongy material and slip through it…The green light grows 
brighter and deeper as you move through the leaf…One hole opens 
up into a large air space in which many water molecules are floating. 
That looks like fun! You launch yourself out of the hole and begin to 
float towards a white starburst of light shining through a hole in the 
bottom of the leaf.

Out of the leaf and into the air you float! Air currents carry you up and 
up. Looking down you see the Saskatchewan River winding through 
the landscape. You are so high, the cars on the road look like tiny 
toys. It is peaceful... It feels so good to lazily drift on the air 
currents… So many things have happened to you…It’s time to relax 
and take a break…

Two days later, you begin to feel heavier and heavier. It’s hard to 
see— the surroundings have grown foggy…You join other water 
molecules and soon realize that you have become part of a cloud 
that is rapidly turning gray. Time to go back to Earth as part of a 
raindrop. Down, down, down you fall, but you aren’t worried. You 
dimly remember having done this many times before during other 
turns of the water cycle. Splash down!

 You take a deep breath, smelling the rich odours of wet soil and 
living things. Ahhh! It smells wonderful! You join a trickle whose only 
goal is to reach a lower spot of ground. The trickle merges with a 
prairie creek curving through the grasslands… Looking towards the 
surface of the water, you spot a pair of yellow webbed duck feet 
paddling by. This makes you smile.

The current that has been carrying you along suddenly becomes 
powerful and immense. It’s a familiar feeling. You are back in the 
Saskatchewan River.

 What other adventures await you? What amazing journeys will you 
take? Picture in your mind where you will go and how you will get 
there…When you are ready, open your eyes.
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Most of these activities can be carried out regardless of group size. For instance, a parent and a child can 
tell Water Stories to each other. Both can also form a Sharing Circle.

Activity 1: Water Stories

Time required: Variable – dependent on the size of group

Materials required: None

Background information: Our response to our environment is guided in part by experiences from our 
past. This quiet activity lets members of your group explore the diversity or commonality of water 
experiences that group members have had. It’s a good way to get to know each other better.

Instructions: Have your group sit in a circle. Have each person tell a personal story about water. These 
stories can range from accounts of going to the lake for the day, to being caught in a thunderstorm, going 
fishing or just about being very thirsty. Limit the stories to about five minutes or less.

Activity 2: Be a Water Molecule in the Saskatchewan River Basin

Time required: 20 minutes

Materials required: None

Background information: This quiet activity is known as guided imagery. Participants pretend to be water 
molecules as they journey through the Saskatchewan River Basin. Practice reading the text out loud a few 
times before you read it to your group. Pause frequently. Speed up or slow down depending on what is 
occurring in the text.

Your group needs to know what a water molecule is, before you read the text.

What is a water molecule? A water molecule is the smallest bit of water that can exist. It 
looks like a head. It is made of one part oxygen (the face) and two parts hydrogen (the 
ears).

Instructions: Have the participants lie down in comfortable positions (preferably outside near water). Eyes 
should be shut. There should not be distracting background noises such as traffic or voices. Read the text. 
Afterwards discuss how the participants felt about their journey.

4. Supplementary Activities
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Questions:

• In Canada, we don’t have to worry about running out of water. (False)

• Pike and walleye are plant-eaters. (False)

• All living things need water. (True)

• �People in Canada and the United States use more water per person than anyone else in the world. 
(True)

• You are part of the water cycle. (True)

• A water steward works on a boat. (False)

• Plants growing near streams and ponds help keep the streams and ponds healthy. (True)

• People who live in the mountains don’t live in a watershed. (False)

• One thousand kilograms of water is required to grow 1 kilogram of potatoes. (True)

• During the summer, about half of all treated (drinking) water is sprayed onto lawns and gardens. (True)

• �You should remove all underwater plants along the shoreline in front of cottages to improve the property. 
(False)

• Soil that washes into the water provides protection for fish eggs. (False)

• A water molecule spends, on average, ten days in the air. (True) 

• Water quality has improved in most watersheds since the land was settled. (False)

• Water makes up more than two thirds of your body. (True)

• You can see groundwater. (False)

• Many homes lose more water from leaky taps than they need for cooking and drinking. (True)

• Plants don’t need oxygen. (False)

• Litter looks gross—but it doesn’t hurt animals. (False)

• Everything you buy needed water to grow or be made. (True)
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Activity 3: Chunky Chemical Soup 

Refer to the Field Guide, p. 5

Time required: 20 minutes

Materials required: None

Background information: This activity will help participants understand the terms “dissolve” and “turbidity”.

Materials: Water, clear glasses or plastic containers, spoons or sticks, a variety of substances (salt, sugar, 
pepper, soil, dead leaves, milk, sand, etc.) Do not use any toxic materials.

Instructions: Discover which of these substances dissolve in water. Which ones increase turbidity? Which 
ones do both?

Activity 4: Pike and Walleye

Time required: 30 minutes  (10 minutes for alternative version)

Materials required: Six pylons or other markers to delineate the game area.

Background information: This activity can be used as an informal means for measuring participant 
understanding, both before and after completing the Water Watchdog program.

Tell the participants that northern pike and walleye are predatory fish (predators are animals that feed on 
other animals). Humans are predators of both northern pike and walleye as they are very tasty fish!

Instructions: This activity can take place either indoors or outdoors. Use the pylons or 
markers to form a rectangular game area that is about 10 by 20 meters. Use two of the 
pylons to mark the centre line. Divide the group into two equal teams and have them 
face each other along the centre line, 2 meters apart. Designate one side as “True” and 
one side as “False”. Tell the participants if they can cross the line behind them before 
they are tagged, they are safe.

Read a statement. If the statement is true, then the “True” side chases the “False” side 
and tries to tag them before they reach the safe zone. If a participant is tagged, then that 
counts for one point.

For example, you read the statement, “In Canada, we don’t have to worry about 
running out of water.” This is a false statement, so the “False” participants chase the 
“True” ones. If four “False” participants tag four “True” participants, then the “False” team 
would score four points.

If you ensure that there are an equal number of true and false statements, the two teams can be 
compared at the end of the activity. Do not alternate true and false statements; otherwise the participants 
will learn the pattern!

Alternative Version  
You can use the questions as a fun quiz - have children raise their hands to statements they feel are true.

True Safe Zone

False Safe Zone

False Team

True Team



Activity 5: Do the Acid Test

Discuss with the participants the purpose for pH testing and how these tests are done.  Experiments can be 
done before the trip to the monitoring site.  Using pH paper and water from the tap demonstrate to the class 
how the process works.  A variety of different liquids can be used to show how everyday items are either 
acidic or basic (alkaline).  

After students have completed testing the different liquids and have recorded their results, share as a class 
and discuss.

Activity 6: Sharing Circle 

Time required: 10 minutes

Materials required: None

Background information: This is a quiet post-evaluation activity that brings closure to the field trip. It 
allows the participants to reflect upon their experiences.

Instructions: Ask everyone to sit in a circle. Choose one or more of the following topics and ask each 
person to complete the following sentence.

Sentences to finish:

• My favourite thing about the field trip was…
• The coolest thing I saw today was…
• One thing I’ll never forget is…
• For the first time in my life, I …
• Our part of the watershed is special because …

Hint - Please record particularly interesting comments on your Leader’s Evaluation Form
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5. Answers to Field Guide Questions and Quizzes
	 Check It Out! 
		  1-b,  2-c,  3-a,  4-c,  5-a,  6-c,  7-b,  8-b,  9-a,  10-c

	 Page 10 in the Log Book: Search for Clues: Whose Home Is It Anyway?
		  Whose tracks are these? The tracks belong to a frog.


