
Erosion, Splash! 
5th & 6th grade 
 
The purpose of this activity is for students to learn about erosion and 
the various techniques farmers and gardeners use to minimize 
erosion on their land. Students will learn about the negative 
consequences erosion has on soil health and watershed quality. They 
will compare the amount of splash that occurs with various soil 
conservation techniques to bare earth and discuss the implications 
for soil and watershed health.  
30 minute 
 

 
 

Background Information 
 
Erosion is the loosening, transportation, and relocation of soil 
particles from one place to another. It is a naturally occurring 
process primarily due to the action of wind and water. The rate 
and extent of erosion are determined by soil type and condition, 
slope of the land, plant cover, land use, and climate. Erosion can 
have negative consequences, particularly on productive topsoil. 
During erosion, topsoil, which is high in organic matter, fertility 
and soil life, is relocated elsewhere where it builds up over time 
or is carried off-site, where it fills in drainage channels. Soil 
erosion reduces cropland productivity and contributes to the 
pollution of adjacent watercourses, wetlands and lakes. 
 
What To Do 
Explain the background information to the students. Raindrop 
splash and wind erosion are very common types of erosion 
that can have negative consequences for farmers. Raindrop 
splash is most obvious on bare ground during a torrential 
rainstorm. The raindrops strike the ground and upon impact 
break soil particles apart, splashing these particles into the air.  
 

Ask the students to describe some negative impacts of erosion as a group.  Ask 
the students to discuss some ways to prevent soil erosion as a group.  
 
 
Information about preventing erosion: 

 
 



A farmer can use a variety of methods to keep soil in its place. The impact of 
raindrops and wind can be lessened by plant cover (cover crops) and mulching. 
Cover crops and mulch break the fall of the raindrops and allow for water 
infiltration or percolation. Cover crops and mulch also reduce wind erosion.  
 
The other way to control erosion is to keep the velocity of moving water low. A 
farmer may plant his of her crops around the curve of a hill rather than up and 
down the hill, this is called contour planting. Farmers may also build terraces.  
Terraces are wide ridges that go around a hill to prevent water from rushing 
down the hill too fast.  
 
Windbreak of trees and shrubs may also be planted to lesson erosion. 
Windbreaks are rows of trees planted to slow down the wind and prevent soils 
from blowing away in the wind.  
 
Swales can also be dug to redirect and capture the water runoff.  A swale is a 
long depression in the ground designed to collect or redirect water. They can 
interrupt and capture soil eroding rainwater runoff as it flows downhill. This water 
sinks into the ground, infiltrates the surrounding area, and can benefit plants 
downslope. 
 
Tillage is the agricultural preparation of soil by mechanical agitation of various 
types, such as digging, stirring, and overturning. Farmers generally use tillage to 
bury weeds and mix in organic matter, fertilizer or pesticides. The act of tilling 
can cause soil from the upper slopes to be transported to lower slopes. In 
addition, tilling creates bare soil and can therefore exacerbate raindrop splash 
and wind erosion. Therefore, minimizing tillage can effectively prevent erosion. 
Hanley Farm is a no-till farm. 
 
The first activity involves 4 sets of erosion example cards. Hold up two example 
cards and ask students which site is likely to experience more erosion. As you 
discuss the cards, provide some information and vocabulary about what they are 
seeing. 
 
Set 1: A farm with bare land vs. a farm with cover crops.  
Set 2: A farm with contour planting vs. one that is planted straight down the 
hillside.  
Set 3: A large farm with windbreaks vs. one without windbreaks.  
Set 4: A mulched farm versus one that has bare ground.  
 
In the next activity, students will examine and measure soil erosion. As a group 
find a place that has a 2 foot circle of bare soil. Use a splashboard marked slow, 
medium, fast on three of the sides. Have volunteers take turns pouring water on 
the soil close to the side of the splashboard at different velocities.  

 
Next give the students blank splashboards and let them test the splash zones on 
different areas (bare soil, cover crop, mulched, etc) have them report back to the 

 
 



group. If there is time, walk around the farm and identify methods that the 
farmers are employing to minimize erosion.  
 
The lesson will be rapped up with an interpretation of the results of the 
experiment. Which treatment had more splash? Why? Is that consistent with 
what we learned? Students will again discuss some negative impacts of erosion 
and list methods that can be used to combat wind and water erosion. 
 
NOTES AND EXTENSIONS 
For this lesson to work, there should be several methods employed on the farm 
to combat wind and water erosion.  
 

 
 


