
WHAT DOES A PLANT NEED?
V I S U A L  T U R B I D I T Y :

In this investigation, students will measure the turbidity of water from different locations in the wetland 

and explain its impact on aquatic plants.  

AUTHORS: Paige Alt, Dru Gordon, Ellen Wilde, Kiara Walker

GA standard: 

S4P1 (Grade 4)

Driving investigation question: 

How does water clarity impact light travel and why 

is this important for aquatic plants? 

Learning goal: 

• I can use scientific tools to determine water clarity.  

• I can explain how photosynthesis is impacted by 

water clarity for aquatic plants.  

Focal scientific practices:

• Collecting and analyzing data

• Developing explanations

Materials: 

• 4 water monitoring kits*, each with a 
container and secchi disk (for measuring 

turbidity)

• 4 clear containers

• 3 samples of water from different locations

• 1 sample of tap water

• Flashlight (one per group)

Key science terms: 

Photosynthesis

Turbidity

Secchi disk

Time: 45 minutes

Background information

What is turbidity, you ask? Turbidity is a measure of the “cloudiness” of water caused by solids 

that can be invisible to the naked eye. When looking for the turbidity of water, you can ask, 

“How clear is the water?” 

Water with high turbidity will look murky and have lots of suspended particles such as leaves 

and sediments in it. The lower the turbidity of water, the more transparent the water will be. 

A measurement of turbidity is an important test when determining the quality of water and 

predicting how well aquatic plants will be able to grow. The more transparent the water, the 

more sunlight will be able to reach aquatic plants. This is important as aquatic plants need 

sunlight to carry out photosynthesis and grow. 

You may notice that water in a wetland has a brown tint. This color comes from the tannic acid 

given off by trees and decaying vegetation found within the environment. What do you predict 

the turbidity level will be?

*LaMotte Earth Force 
Low-Cost Estuary & 
Marine Monitoring Kits are 

used in this investigation.



Procedure 

1. Talk with students about the connections between water quality, turbidity and growth of 

aquatic plants (with reference to photosynthesis). Fill a clear container with tap water and 

another clear container with water from the wetland (or chosen site). Have students think 

about and respond to the following questions:

	 •	What	is	the	difference	between	the	samples	of	water?	

	 •	If	you	were	an	aquatic	plant,	which	sample	of	water	would	you	grow	best	in	and	why?

	 •	If	you	were	an	aquatic	plant,	could	you	still	grow	in	the	other	sample	of	water?	Why	or		 	

				 		why	not?	

2. Share with students that they are a part of a research team to determine how water turbidity 

may impact the amount of sunlight aquatic plants receive. The wetland contains different 

bodies of water and thus, potentially different levels of turbidity. It is their job to figure out 

how the turbidity of water in different wetland locations may impact the ability of aquatic 

plants to carry out photosynthesis and grow.

3. To begin, pass out the “Wetland Water Turbidity Data” worksheet and have students make 

observations of four water samples located in clear containers (e.g., clear, cloudy). *Note: One 

sample is tap water (sample A) while the other three should come from different locations in the wetland 

(samples B-D). Have students record their initial observations of water clarity under the “Water 

Observation” column.  

4. Next, show students how to measure the turbidity of water using a secchi disk. For each 

container (one per water sample), be sure that the secchi disk icon sticker is adhered to the 

inside bottom of the white container, slightly off center. Pour each sample of water into its 

own container to the fill line.  

5. Rotating through the four samples, students should hold the turbidity chart near the top of 

the container and compare the appearance of the secchi disk to the reference chart provided. 

Students can record turbidity measured in JTU in the data chart under “Turbidity.” Darker 

water with more particles will have a higher turbidity level. As well, for each sample, have 

students look closely for evidence of plant life, such as stems or leaves, and record these 

observations under “Plant Life.” Have students report out their major findings.  

6. Pour the samples of water back into the clear containers and give each group a flashlight 

(this can also be done as a class demonstration). With the flashlight acting as the sun source, 

shine the light through each sample container. Make observations as to how much of the light 

makes it through to the other side of the container. The students may add to their “Plant 

Life” column if other objects or plants are now visible with the use of the sun source. Discuss 

findings. 



7. Prompt students to respond to the investigation reflection questions (similar to the 

questions they brainstormed in the beginning of the investigation). 

 •	What	did	you	notice	about	the	turbidity	of	water	between	the	different	samples/	 	 	

				 			locations	of	the	wetland?	

	 •	If	you	were	an	aquatic	plant,	which	sample	of	water	would	you	grow	best	in	and	why?

	 •	If	you	were	an	aquatic	plant,	could	you	still	grow	in	the	other	samples	of	water?	Why		 	

			 		or	why	not?

Extension:

Create your own experiment at home to determine the turbidity of different water 
samples.



Wetland Water Turbidity Data

NAME: DATE:

WATER LOCATION
WATER 

OBSERVATIONS 
(clear, cloudy, color, etc.)

Do you see any 
evidence of plant 

life? Describe!

TURBIDITY 
MEASUREMENT 

IN JTU

SAMPLE A
TAP WATER

SAMPLE B
WETLAND LOCATION #1

SAMPLE C
WETLAND LOCATION #2

SAMPLE D
WETLAND LOCATION #3



REFLECTION

NAME: DATE:

1. Overall, what did you notice about the turbidity of the water from different wetland 

locations?  

4. What was your favorite part of this investigation? 

2. If you were an aquatic plant, which sample of water would you grow the best in and why?  

3. If you were an aquatic plant, could you still grow in the other water samples? Why or why not?


