Water Lab: Measure water into different cups to show how much salt water there is vs freshwater. 
TEACHER COPY: 
Understanding Global Water Distribution: 
Setting: classroom, lab 
Vocabulary: groundwater, surface water, glaciers, freshwater lakes, atmospheric and soil moisture 
Purpose 
Students will be able to: 
• describe the distribution of Earth's water 
• name the sources of freshwater on Earth 
Materials – for each group 
• 1,000 mL freshwater 
• 1000 ml soda bottles filled with 1000 ml of freshwater for each group 
• 50 to 100 mL graduated cylinder 
• red, blue, and green food coloring 
• eye dropper 
• 4 plastic cups for each group 
Background 
Freshwater ecosystems are a rare and vital global resource. It is likely that most of these students 
assume that a supply of clean freshwater will always be available to them. Humans must have 
freshwater to live, but about 97.5% of the Earth's water is too salty to use. The remaining 2.5% is 
freshwater, but most of it is in polar icecaps, remote glaciers, and icebergs. This makes it inaccessible. 
Accessible freshwater, therefore, comes from streams, lakes, and underground sources. These 
sources represent less than one-half of 1% of all water on Earth. 
http://ga.water.usgs.gov/edu/earthwherewater.html 
Procedure
1. Peak your students’ interest by organizing them for a quick water collection trip from a local 
stream, lake, or pond. If that is not possible, ask each student to collect 1 cup of water from 
home. At the beginning of class, have each student pour their cup of water into a bucket. Ask 
them to share where it came from and how tastes, smells, etc. 
2. Ask students the location of water on earth. Students will begin brainstorming ideas such as 
oceans, seas, lakes, rivers, rain, and more. Place the ideas into 5 different columns (without 
labels) - salt water, icecaps & glaciers, groundwater, surface water (lakes, streams, ice, snow), 
atmosphere and soil moisture. 
3. Have the groups take a few minutes to decide on the name for each column. 
4. Have students estimate the percentage for each column. 
5. Divide class into groups. Each group needs 1 one-liter bottle full of 1000 ml of water, graduated 
cylinder, a 10 or 5 ml dropper, and 4 plastic cups. 
6. Pass out the lab sheet (below) 
Notes: 
The 1 liter bottle of water represents the Earth's entire supply of water. 
The 25.3 mL of water represents the Earth's total freshwater supply. 
The remaining 974.7 mL of water is saltwater that occurs primarily in oceans. 
The 17.4 mL represent icecaps and glaciers, 7.6 mL for ground water, .3 ml (100) drops for surface 
water, and .02 ml (10 drop) for the water in the atmosphere and soil. 
7. Using data from “Distribution of Earth’s Water” (above), list the percentages of Earth’s water on 
the board and use labels to identify the water in each graduated cylinder. 
97.5% Oceans and other Saline water 
1.7% Ice Caps & Glaciers 
0.8% Groundwater 
0.03% Surface water 
0.002%Atmosphere & Soil 
Conclusion
As you examine and compare the different volumes of water in the graduated cylinders, ask your 
students the following questions: 
1. Where is most of Earth's water found 
2. Can cities near oceans use the water from the oceans for households and industry? 
3. Can salts be removed from water? 
4. Which of the four freshwater graduated cylinders represents the most freshwater on Earth? 
5. Is this a source of freshwater commonly used by humans for drinking, watering lawns, etc.? 
Answers 
1. Oceans 
2. No, the ocean water contains salts that are harmful to humans, kill plants, and corrode metals. 
3. Yes, but the desalinization process is very expensive. 
4. Icecaps and glaciers. 5. No, icecaps and glaciers are usually too far away from population centers. 
