
 

Keep Our Great Lakes Clean 
 

Background Information: 
 

Michigan's Great Lakes waterways are the largest freshwater system in  
the world. The five Great Lakes (Huron, Ontario, Michigan, Erie, and  
Superior) span a total surface area of 94,600 mi2 and account for a little  
more than 20% of the entire world's fresh water.1  
 
 

The Great Lakes provide life and habitat to many living creatures including trout, bluegill, salmon, 
walleye, and more. Mammals also live off the land and resources that the freshwater system 
provides. These mammals include fox, bear, elk, deer, moose, and beaver. By polluting our freshwater 
system, the Great Lakes and its wildlife systems are heavily impacted. 
 
 
 
 
  
  

Water Pollution Video: 
 

Scan the QR code on any compatible device or go to 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Om42Lppkd9w&t=8s to watch a short video on  
water pollution. The video will guide your thinking later in the activity. Use your STEM 
journal to jot down anything important. 
 

 
Materials:  
 

Plastic Cup labelled "Unpolluted Water", Plastic Cup labelled "Polluted water", Plastic Spoon, Two (2) 
Aluminum Foil Sheets, Two (2) Toothpicks, Measuring Cup and Spoon Set, Sheet of Story Cards, 
Pollution Sort Sheet, and Small Containers of: 

 Vegetable Oil, Salt, Food Coloring, Paper, Soil and Rocks 
 
 

SCAN ME 

Instructions:   
 

Step 1: Cut out the story cards, read them and separate them into the 
different causes for pollution using the "Pollution Sort" chart. You may refer 
to the video to help you make your decisions. Refer to Figure 1.  

Human Caused Pollution: something that humans have done that 
negatively impacts the environment 

Natural Caused Pollution: an unpreventable event 
 
 

 
 
Step 2: Fill up both plastic cups with 1 cup of water. Make sure the water is 
really warm, but not hot. Refer to Figure 2. 
 
 
 
1McDowell, Allia. “10 Great Lakes Fun Facts You May Not Know.” Michigan, 3 Sept. 2020,  
www.michigan.org/article/trip-idea/great-lakes-fun-facts. 

 

Figure 1 

Figure 2 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Om42Lppkd9w&t=8s


 
  

 

Step 3: Read the story card labelled "Salt". The story card will tell you how 
much to add in bold and relate it to a pollutant. Pour the salt into the plastic 
cup labelled "Polluted Water." Stir with the plastic spoon until the salt is 
dissolved. Refer to Figure 3. 

Hint: If your salt is not dissolving after one (1) minute of stirring your 
water is not warm enough. If the salt is not dissolving, you may have to 
dump out the contents of the "Unpolluted Water" cup and retry.  
 
 
Step 4: Read all of the remaining story cards and add the other pollutants 
into the plastic cup labelled "Polluted Water" one at a time. After adding 
each pollutant make sure to stir the water for approximately one (1) minute. 
Write any observations you notice in your STEM journal. Refer to Figure 4. 
 Note: The "Unpolluted Water" is our control. Therefore we will not be 
adding any pollutants into this cup.   
 
 
 
Step 5: Once all of the pollutants are added it is now time to try to remove 
the pollutants. You may use the spoon, aluminum foil, and toothpicks to do 
so. The objects may be combined to engineer something that can remove 
the pollutants or they may be used on their own. Take note in your STEM 
journal which pollutants can be removed and which ones cannot. Refer to 
Figure 5. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Take Action: 
 
Can you personally relate to any of the story cards? 
 

Is it possible that you have contributed to polluting our Great Lakes without being aware of it?  
 

How can we decrease the amount of pollution in our Great Lakes? 
 
 

Challenge: Find pollution near you and make a difference. Take a picture or draw an illustration in your 
STEM journal depicting the before and after. List the pollutants that were present and explain how you 
disposed of the pollutants.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 3 

Figure 4 

 

Figure 5 



Story Cards 
 

Vegetable oil: Add 1 tablespoon 
Addison works as a mechanic in a 
car repair shop. She spends a lot of 
time changing the oil in cars, so 
she has a lot of used engine oil. It 
costs a lot of money to properly 
dispose of the oil, so she dumps it 
in the lake instead. 

Salt: Add two tablespoons 
This salt represents fertilizers that 
are used on golf courses, lawns, 
and farm fields. They are 
important for helping grasses 
grow, but can travel down through 
the soil and end up in the Great 
Lakes. 

 
Food coloring: Add 2-3 drops 
Chemicals are used a lot in 
America. We use them to do many 
things, but often need them to 
keep insects and weeds off of our 
lawns, golf courses and farm fields. 
Just like fertilizers, these chemicals 
can travel through the soil and 
travels into the Great Lakes.  

 

Paper: Add ¼ cup 
While driving by the lake, John had 
his windows down. A gust of wind 
came and blew several store 
receipts into the Great Lakes.  
 

Soil and rocks: Add 3 tablespoons 
The biggest pollutant of our water 
is soil. Ally lives close to the lake. 
She recently removed the trees 
and shrubs bordering the lake, so 
now when it rains, the exposed soil 
runs into the lake. This can clog 
fish gills, stop underwater plants 
from photosynthesizing, and 
smother smaller water dwelling 
creatures. 

Make Your Own: Add 3 teaspoons 
 



Pollution Sort 
Directions: Determine if each of the story cards involves a Natural 

Caused Pollution or Human Caused Pollution. 
Natural Caused Pollution 
Examples: volcanoes, animal 

waste and algae 

Human Caused Pollution 
Examples: sewage, fertilizers 

and oil spills 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


