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Storm Drain Stenciling 
Community Service / Service Learning Activity 

 

 
 

Overview 
Students will stencil an educational message 
on curbs above drains to raise public 
awareness and help prevent pollution. This 
activity is a hands-on application of salmon 
and ecology themed curriculum, as well as 
Land and Water and Landforms, to a real local 
environmental issue: stormwater pollution.  
Stenciling is a small group activity that requires 
adult supervision. 
 

Background 
Research has shown that many people are not 
aware that their everyday practices impact 
Puget Sound. The good news is that everyone 
can make some simple behavior changes to 
reduce pollution. 
 
What we do in our own backyards and 
neighborhoods has a direct impact on the 
health of Puget Sound. Indeed, most of the 
pollution in Puget Sound originates from 
people - our homes, yards, and cars. Although 
we don’t always think about it, many of our 
everyday products and practices leave behind 
pollutants.  

In most cities and towns there are two 
separate drain systems, the storm drains and 
the sanitary drains. The sanitary system 
collects wastewater from sinks, toilets etc. 
These wastes go to the wastewater treatment 
plant. The storm drain system is made up of a 
network of pipes, gutters and inlets that 
remove rain water from our neighborhoods and 
connect to nearby waterways. As rain and 
melting snow flow over streets, roofs, and 
parking lots, it collects pollutants such as litter, 
automotive fluids, and pet wastes. This runoff 
flows into local water bodies and ultimately 
Puget Sound. Whether soapsuds from washing 
our cars in the street, bacteria from our pet’s 
waste, oil leaking from our cars, or toxic 
chemicals sprayed on our yard or garden, each 

pollutant, drip by drip, contributes to the 
declining health of our local waters. 
 

How to Stencil a Drain 
1. Contact you local stormwater or 

drainage utility for supplies, maps and 
permits (see Resources). 

2. Make sure the surface you are 
stenciling has been swept clean with 
a brush or broom, or even cleaned 
with a wire brush, so paint will stick. 
Pick up any trash in the area around 
the drain. 

3. Place stencil down, and make sure it 
is where you want it.  

4. Apply spray paint. Less paint is 
better. One light coat is all you need.  

5. After painting, lift the stencil carefully, 
straight up, rather than dragging it to 
the side. Place the wet stencil in 
between two sheets of cardboard to 
carry it to the next drain. It is okay to 
let the paint dry completely on the 
stencil. Most paints will flake off by 
rolling the stencil after it is completely 
dried.  

6. Carry stencil to the next drain in 
cardboard or a trash bag. 

7. Note your stenciled location on map 
or list for reporting. 
 

Grade Level: 3 - 12 
 

Time Required:  60 minutes or more      

Inquiry/Critical Thinking  
• How does stormwater pollution affect 

the health of Puget Sound? 

• How can people reduce stormwater 
pollution in Puget Sound? 

• How do you inspire people to adopt 
habits that reduce stormwater 
pollution? 
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Learning Objectives 
• Understand that stormwater directly 

enters streams and lakes through street 
drains. 

• Inspire and educate people to adopt 
habits that help reduce stormwater 
pollution in Puget Sound. 

• Name two simple actions people can 
do to help reduce stormwater pollution. 

 
Science and Curriculum Connections 
Land and Water, Landforms, Salmon in the 
Classroom, Pollution and Solutions, 
Ecosystems, Ecology, Lost and (Puget) Sound 
video (see Resources). 
  

Materials: See below. 
 

Procedure 
Engage and Encounter 
Elicit connections to relevant curriculum, class 
work, projects or recent environmental news. 
Begin with a whole group discussion to access 
prior knowledge about runoff and its effect on 
nearby waterways. 
 
Impervious surfaces: Ask students to look out 
the window and think about all the different 
types of land that rain could “run off” of. Elicit 
other surfaces besides bare soil, such as 
concrete, roofing, pavement, lawn, etc. Ask: 
“How do you think water interacts with the 
concrete on the playground compared to how it 
interacts with lawn or soil?" Elicit that water 
can be absorbed into the lawn and trickle down 
through particles of soil, but water can’t be 
absorbed by pavement. Ask: "Where does the 
water that doesn’t get absorbed into the soil 
end up?”  Students may say it goes down a 
drain, gutter, or ditch along the road. Probe 
them by asking: “Where does it go from there?”  
Elicit that, sooner or later, runoff ends up in 
streams and rivers and flows to Lake 
Washington and/or Puget Sound. You might 
show a satellite image of Puget Sound or local 
watershed maps (see Resources). 
 
Tell students that the surfaces that do not allow 
water to go through them and trickle into the 
particles of soil are called impervious 
surfaces. Then ask students to think about 
how these different surfaces or types of land 

might affect the amount of rainwater flowing 
into a stream. “Would there be more or less 
water from rain on a playground or a road than 
a lawn or a forest?  How might this affect a 
stream?” Ask students to think back to their 
stream table investigations with greater and 
less water flow, if appropriate.  
 
Water Quality: Ask students whether they think 
the rainwater entering the drains in their 
neighborhood or around the school is clean.  
Make a list of the types of things that might 
pollute the water going down the drains nearby 
(e.g., car wash soap, pet waste, litter, yard 
chemicals, car leaks). 
 
If students raise salmon, ask them if and how 
they think salmon would be affected by 
pollution and impervious surfaces. 
 
Ask students how they think they could get 
people to stop those behaviors. Brainstorm 
ways to get people to understand what goes 
down the drains, and how those drains lead to 
creeks, lakes, and Puget Sound. Introduce the 
stenciling activity.  
 

Explore and Investigate  
Stenciling Day (see Planning Your Stenciling 
Activity below). 
 

Reflect and Explain 
In the classroom, after stenciling, break 
students back into their stenciling groups and 
have them discuss and record the outcomes 
on the Student Reflection Form.   
 
After students have discussed their 
observations in small groups, have groups 
report out to the class what they noticed.  
 
Tally results for the class and mail back 
stenciling record. 
 
 
 

Planning Your Stenciling Activity 
Time required: At least one hour (depending 
on drain locations), and how far you want to 
range. 
 
Materials:  

• Most stencil buckets will include spray paint, 
stencils, wire brushes/broom, safety vests 
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and gloves. Contact your local public works 
or utility department (see Resources). 

• Map - check with your stencil bucket 
provider. 

• Traffic cones and flags are a good idea. 
Most schools have some. 

• Pieces of cardboard to practice on. 
(Cardboard can also be used to transport 
the wet stencil.) 

• 2 trash bags for trash and/or carrying wet, 
painted stencil and for litter. 

• Stencil tracking record, clipboard, pencil. 
 

Two Weeks Before 
1. Check your materials: Call and arrange 

for Storm Drain Stenciling Kits (one per 
group of 5-7 students) or replenish 
supplies (see Resources).  

2. You may need permission/risk and 
release forms signed. 

3. Recruit parents/extra adults to help on 
the day of the project so you can go out 
in small groups. 

 
Day Before 
1. Remind students to wear old clothes.  
2. Plan stenciling locations. Check with your 

stencil bucket provider, in most cities and 
towns there are drains on every street. 
You may be assigned a particular area. 
You may want to assign specific blocks to 
each group so that they won’t overlap. 
Track drains stenciled and any areas of 
concern on the map or Tracking Record. 
You will probably need to return this to 
the Utility.   

3. Review How to Stencil a Drain (above), 
safety, and duties (allow students to 
rotate to give everyone a chance to spray 
paint). Divide students into groups of 5-7: 

(2) safety officers wear orange vests 
and set out traffic cones,   
(1) to brush off side walk  
(1) to place and lift stencil 
(1) to spray paint stencil  

(2) to pick up recycling & trash 
 

Day of the Stenciling  
1. Review groups, locations, safety and 

stenciling instructions once more.  
 
 After Stenciling 
1. Have students discuss and reflect on the 

experience. You may use the Reflection 
Form (below). 

2. Mail in stencil Tracking Record or map. 
 

Resources and Extensions 

www.pugetsoundstartshere.org  Accessible 
information about stormwater and links to local 
municipalities where you can get maps and 
storm drain stenciling kits for your location. 
 
www.seattle.gov/protectourwaters  Lost and 
(Puget) Sound, a 27-minute movie on 
stormwater and Puget Sound for 3rd-9th grade 
classrooms, helpful graphics and more K-12 
activities that link to Puget Sound as well as 
information on Seattle watersheds, pollution 
prevention and volunteer opportunities. 
 
http://www.psp.wa.gov/SR_map.php 
Information, maps and links for Puget Sound 
watersheds and the Puget Sound Action 
Agenda, as well as local EcoNet groups. 
 

 More Information 
Produced through a grant from the Washington 
State Department of Ecology to the City of 
Seattle in partnership with Seattle Public 
Schools, Everett Public Schools and the City of 
Tacoma. For more information contact: 
beth.miller@seattle.gov.  
 

 

 

 
 
 

http://www.pugetsoundstartshere.org/
http://www.seattle.gov/protectourwaters
http://www.psp.wa.gov/SR_map.php
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Storm Drain Stenciling 
Related Science Content Standards and Performance Expectations* 

 
EALR1 Systems-  Complex Systems  
2-3 SYSB A whole object, plant, or animal may not continue to function the same way if some of its parts are 
missing. 

• Predict what may happen to an object, plant, or animal if one or more of its parts are removed (e.g., the 
ecosystem that supports the salmon includes the salmon and its habitat.  If the creeks are damaged by 
flooding or pollution the salmon will not have a place to spawn and lay their eggs). 

 
4-5 SYSD One defective part can cause a subsystem to malfunction, which in turn will affect the system as a 
whole 

• Predict what might happen to a system if a part in one or more of its subsystems is missing, broken, worn 
out, mismatched, or misconnected (The watershed is a system . In cities, rain water that feeds the creeks 
washes over streets and yards and into storm drains that lead directly to the creeks.  Pollution in urban 
runoff can kill aquatic species or make them ill: can impair salmon’s ability to navigate to home stream. 
High flows due to impervious surfaces can cause erosion and damage to creek habitat or salmon redds). 

 
EALR 4: Life Science- Ecosystems, Changes in Ecosystems  
2-3 LS2D humans impact ecosystems in both positive and negative ways  

• Describe a change that humans are making in a particular ecosystem and predict how that change could 
harm or improve conditions for a given type of plant or animal (e.g. people build cities; storm drains carry 
polluted runoff from streets and yards to creeks and lakes and Puget Sound impacting aquatic organisms 
like salmon). 
 

EALR 4: Life Science – Ecosystems, Food Webs 
4-5 LS2E-F Plants and animals change the ecosystem where they live. Sometimes the change reduces the 
ability of another to survive there. People affect ecosystems both positively and negatively 

• Describe how one population may affect other plants and/or animals in the ecosystem (e.g. people build 
cities:  storm drains carry polluted runoff from streets and yards to creeks and lakes and Puget Sound 
impacting aquatic organisms like salmon). 

• Describe ways that humans can improve the health of ecosystems (e.g., stencil storm drains to educate 
people about  preventing pollution , raise salmon in schools, plant trees to prevent flooding and erosion). 

• Describe ways that humans can harm the health of ecosystems (e.g., overuse of garden chemicals, 
littering, car leaks…runoff carries pollution to storm drains which lead to creeks and waterways) 

 

* http://standards.ospi.k12.wa.us/ContentListByGrade.aspx?subject=10,PE&gl=28 
 

http://standards.ospi.k12.wa.us/GlossaryPopup.aspx?subject=10&word='E.g.'
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Storm Drain Stenciling Activity 
Student Reflection 

 

Name:________________________   

Teacher:_______________________ 

Date:_________________________ 

 

 

What did you hope to accomplish by doing this project? 

_____________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________ 
 

 

Was your project successful? Why do you think so? Or why not? 

_____________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________ 
 

 

How many drains did you or your group stencil?   __________ 
 

 

How many people do you think will see the stenciled drains?  ______  

 

 

How do you think people will react when they notice the new stencil? 

_____________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________ 
 

Thanks! 
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Storm Drain Stenciling  

Tracking Record 

 
Name: 

Date: 

Phone: 

Email: 

 

Location # Drains 

Stenciled 

Concerns (plugged drain, water 

quality, etc. Please provide details.) 

Date 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

 


