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What Is the Water Cycle?
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Explain how the Sun and the ocean interact in the water cycle.
Describe and illustrate the continuous movement of water above and on the surface of Earth through the water cycle and
explain the role of the Sun as a major source of energy in this process.
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water cycle.
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Though there is no set starting or ending
point to the water cycle, it is helpful to
evaporation
begin by understanding the role of the
groundwater
sun. As rays of sunlight reach Earth, they
gradually heat water in the oceans. The
heat from the sun causes the water to
runoff
change state from a liquid (ocean water) to
a gas (water vapor). This change of state
The Water Cycle
is called evaporation, and it is a key part
of the water cycle. The sun’s energy drives
Did You Know?
the process of evaporation. Evaporation can occur anywhere
Comprehension When
there is water, but because the oceans are so big, most of the
diagrams include arrows,
they show sequence.
evaporation on Earth occurs in them.
Use the arrows to trace
the movement of water
through the water cycle.
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Water vapor is less dense than liquid water, so when water
evaporates, it rises into the atmosphere, the layer of gases
surrounding the entire planet. As the water vapor moves higher in the atmosphere, it
cools. The process of condensation begins. When water vapor condenses, it collects
with tiny particles of dust in the air to form clouds. In clouds, the water vapor changes
form again to become tiny water droplets. Clouds grow bigger as more and more
droplets collect together. These water droplets, by themselves, are too small to create
precipitation. However, if enough water droplets are together in a cloud, rain, snow, or
other forms of precipitation can occur.
Water that lands on the surface of Earth often becomes surface runoff. Runoff flows
from high areas to low areas, moving from mountains to rivers to oceans. Not all
precipitation becomes runoff, however. Some water seeps through soil and rocks and
becomes groundwater. Groundwater can stay underground for millions of years, but it
can also flow back to Earth’s surface. Eventually, this water reaches the ocean, where
it is heated by the sun’s energy, and the water cycle repeats.
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 Practice
DIRECTIONS Read each question. Then circle the letter for the correct answer.
1

The water cycle is modeled below.
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Point 4
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Gas or liquid

H

Gas

Liquid or solid

J

Solid

S

Less evaporation from the ocean

H

More water vapor in the atmosphere

J

Less groundwater beneath the
volcano
S
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Which statement describes a possible
step in the water cycle?
A

Groundwater evaporates and rises
into the atmosphere to form clouds.

B

Water vapor in the oceans absorbs
heat from the sun and becomes
precipitation.

C

Water droplets that have
condensed on dust particles in the
air fall to the ground as rain.

D

Energy from sunlight heats runoff
on Earth’s surface, causing it to
flow over land to the oceans.
S
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State of water
?
Liquid
Solid or liquid
Liquid

Which answer best completes the
missing information from the table?

G

More surface runoff into the ocean
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A student created the following table to
show how water changes states during
the water cycle.

F
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A thermometer

M
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A fan
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At which point in the model is liquid
turning into gas?

Step of water cycle
Evaporation
Condensation
Precipitation
Runoff
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A hose

A volcano erupts on an island,
sending a huge cloud of dust into the
atmosphere. The dust cloud prevents
sunlight from reaching the ocean. What
would most likely happen as a result?

S

2

The sun provides all the energy for the
water cycle. On that basis, to which
object is the sun most similar?
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6

Consider the following image:

8

These graphs show how water exists in
different forms on Earth.

Salt Water
97.2%

Freshwater
2.8%

Groundwater
0.62%
Ice
2.15%

SA

Which step in the water cycle is likely
to occur immediately after the step
shown in this image?
Evaporation

G

Condensation

H

Precipitation

J

Runoff
S

S

Which conclusion do these graphs best
support?
F

More salt water evaporates than
fresh water.

G

Most of the fresh water that
condenses forms ice.

H

No water on Earth is found in the
atmosphere.

J

More surface runoff exists as
groundwater than is found in rivers
or lakes.
S

S
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F

Rivers, lakes, etc.
0.03%

It has been cloudy all day, yet it
has not rained. Which is the best
explanation for this?

The clouds do not contain enough
water vapor to form raindrops.

B

The air does not contain enough
dust to support large raindrops.

C

The air is too cold to cause rain.

D

The clouds have already lost all of
their water vapor.
S

S
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