
When scientists study the health of the Chesapeake Bay, one factor that they 
measure is water clarity, or turbidity.  When the water is not clear, sunlight is unable 
to reach the bottom and the rooted plants that live there cannot survive.  Rooted 
plants provide habitat and dissolved oxygen for fish, crabs, and other animals.  
Submerged grass beds also absorb wave energy, lessen the impacts of erosion, hold 
the bottom in place, and serve as a food source for many species of ducks and geese.

Sultana Education Foundation’s Virtual Classroom Curriculum

water.  If the secchi depth is only two feet, for example, it means that the water has 
high turbidity levels and rooted plants would only be able to survive in very shallow 
areas.  There are many ways that the water in the Bay can become cloudy, or turbid.  
Soils that get washed from farm fields during heavy rains, runoff from parking lots, 
and sediments from construction sites can all end up in the Chesapeake Bay and 
reduce water clarity.  Actions that people can take to improve water clarity include 
planting trees, encouraging farmers to use best management practices, and restoring 
wetland habitats.

One way to measure turbidity is by 
using a Secchi Disk.  The Secchi Disk is 
the size of a dinner plate and is divided 
into four quadrants that alternate 
between black and white (see image at 
left).  The different colors allow 
someone to easily see the disk once it is 
placed in the water.  To use the Secchi 
Disk, it gets lowered into the water very 
slowly until it disappears.  The scientist 
then pulls the disk back up until it 
comes back into view, and the depth is 
marked on the line.  This unit of 
measurement is known as the ”secchi
depth.”

The secchi depth is an indicator of how 
far sunlight can penetrate through the
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COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

DIRECTIONS:  Read the text on the previous page, then answer the following 
questions in complete sentences.  Write your answers on the lines provided.

1.  What is a secchi disk?

2.  How are rooted plants on the Bay bottom important to fish and crabs?

3.  What is the secchi depth?

4. If you used a secchi disk in ten feet of water, and the secchi depth reading
was two feet, could rooted plants be growing on the bottom in that location?
Why or why not?

5.  What are some ways that the water in the Bay can become cloudy, or turbid?

Secchi Depth and Turbidity

Sultana Education Foundation’s Virtual Classroom Curriculum


