
Grade Level: 4-12
Materials
• A computer with internet 

connection and a printer
• Nine station cards  

(www.srh.weather.gov/
jetstream/atmos/images/
ll_whatacycle_smallcards.pdf)

• Nine large stations  
(www.srh.weather.gov/
jetstream/atmos/images/
ll_whatacycle_labels.pdf)

• Work sheets  
(www.srh.weather.gov/
jetstream/atmos/images/
ll_whatacycle_worksheet.pdf)

• 25+ dice and pencils

Water moves from Earth’s surface to the atmosphere and then 
returns to the surface. This process is nearly always depicted in 
water cycle diagrams by arrows drawn in a circular direction.

However, the actual path water may take in its cycle is far more 
complicated. In this activity, you will discover multiple cycles by 
acting as water molecules and traveling through parts of the overall 
water cycle. In the end, your water cycle will look nothing like the 
conceptual model but will represent a more realistic cycle.

Procedure
1.  Print out materials. Place the nine large station cards around the 

room and have the nine two-sided cards turned with the picture 
facing up at each matching station.

2.  Each student takes a die and worksheet. Half of the students 
should be at the Oceans station. Do not place anyone in the 
Plants section. Evenly spread the remaining students among the 
remaining stations.

3.  On the worksheet, have each student circle his or her starting 
location.

4.  Each student rolls their die and, based on the number rolled, 
turns over that card to determine his or her next move through 
the water cycle.

5.  If told to move, students draw an arrow on their worksheets 
from the starting location to the current position. Label that 
arrowhead with a number 1. Then move to the new location.

6.  If told to stay, place the number 1 inside the drawn circle.
7.  Roll the die again.
8.  If told to move, draw an arrow on the worksheet from the 

current location to the new position. Label that arrowhead  
with a number 2. Then move to the new location.

9.  If told to stay, write a number 2 at the current location.

10.  Repeat the roll-and-move procedure 10 times total.

Discussion
Most of the students in the class should have traveled to several 
stations and completed some sort of cycle. Some may have traveled 
through most of the water cycle, while others have moved very 
little. There also may be a student or two who remain in the ocean 
through all 10 turns.

While this exercise is meant to be somewhat realistic, it is actually 
far more complicated to leave the ocean via evaporation, since 
nearly all of Earth’s water is confined to oceans. To truly represent 
the water cycle, we would need about 100,000 people located 
at each station, as seen in the table. Not only would there be 
over 97,000 people who represented the ocean, it would take 
nearly 3,600 rolls of the die before just one person moved to the 
Atmosphere station via evaporation. This exercise also does not 
take into consideration human and animal interactions with the 
water cycle. The water humans and animals consume is stored and 
eliminated, or it evaporates (via perspiration).

For additional lessons, visit: www.srh.weather.gov/srh/jetstream/.

What-a-Cycle
LEARNING ACTIVITY:

IF 100,000 PEOPLE REPRESENTED ALL WATER ON 
EARTH, WHERE WOULD THEY BE LOCATED?

WATER SOURCE TOTAL WATER (%) NUMBER OF PEOPLE

Oceans 97.24 97,240

Glaciers & Snows 2.14 2,140

Aquifers 0.61 610

Rivers & Lakes 0.017 17

Ground 0.005 5

Atmosphere (w/clouds) 0.001 1

Plants 0 0

Conceptual water cycle

Source: National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration. 

Adapted with permission.

APRIL 2017



SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY

23

30

24 25 26 27 28

Arbor Day

29

16 17 18

Did You Know? 
Great 1906 San Francisco 
Earthquake (Estimated 
Magnitude 7.8) Tears  
270-Mile Rift Along  

San Andreas Fault, 1906

19

Did You Know? 
Soviet Union Launches  

Salyut 1, First Space  
Station, 1971

20 21

Did You Know? 
Start of Great Flood of 

Mississippi River Valley That 
Would Inundate 27,000 

Square Miles, 1927

22

Earth Day

9 10

Passover begins

11 12

Did You Know? 
Arches National Park, World’s 

Highest Concentration  
of Natural Arches, 
 Established 1929

13 14

Did You Know? 
Start of Mount Eyjafjallajökull 

Eruption in Iceland, 
Grounding Flights Across 

Europe for Almost a Week, 
2010

15

2

April 2-5, 2017: 
AAPG Annual Meeting, 
American Association of 
Petroleum Geologists, 

Houston

3 4 5 6 7 8

1

Did You Know? 
Start of Midwest Flood of 

Upper Mississippi River Basin 
That Would Cover Nine 

Midwestern and Great Plains 
States, 1993

April Fool’s Day

AMERICAN GEOSCIENCES INSTITUTE  |  www.americangeosciences.org


