
Landslides – Activity 1 
Mini-Landslide Model 

Mini Landslide Activity Steps 
 

1. Collect your material needed for this “hands on “ activity.  
2. Cutout and assemble houses and trees.  
3. Place one end of the chute in the collection dish and the other end on books or a 

stool leg. 
4. Duct tape the bottom of chute to dish to keep it from sliding. 
5. Place the houses and trees in the dish below the slide…to the front and to the 

sides.  
6. Measure out about 1 cup sand/soil.  If the sand is “kiln dried,” mist it with water 

and stir in bowl to moisten, but not get too wet. This helps provide some water 
surface tension that increases bonding of sand. You can do this for a larger 
quantity of sand in advance.  

7. On first use, mist chute before placing sand/soil so that it isn’t too slippery that all 
the sand slides down immediately upon pouring in.   

8. Measure the length of the chute and the height of the chute from the floor or table 
top to about where you added the water.  Uses these measurements to calculate 
the slope angle of the chute.  Hint: what is sinθ and how do you get θ? Compare 
this angle with a cell phone app (“Smart protractor”) held up to the side of chute. 

9. Ready a cell phone or camera to record video of the slide to be able to review. 
10. Use the cardboard cutout in the shape of the chute to hold the sand/soil near the 

top of the chute as you pour the sand/soil onto the chute behind the cardboard 
cutout.  

11. Smooth the sand/soil toward the edges of the chute so that water won’t flow 
around the edges. 

12. Pour about ¼ cup of water at a time above the sand/soil until the material fails.  
Have several cups with ¼ cup of water measured out ready to use is helpful (such 
as 2-3 paper cups).  

13. Document what happened using the space below under “Record Observations”: 
a. What was the slope angle of your chute? 
b. How much water did it take for the sand/soil to slide? 
c. What was the behavior of the sand/soil as it slid? 
d. What happened to the houses and trees?  Which ones were affected and 

why/why not? 
14. Remove the paper houses and trees before they get too wet so you can reuse them. 



15. Cleanup: 
a. Remove the sand/soil and water into another container/bucket. 
b. You’ll likely need to remove the tape and reapply if doing another 

experiment 
c. Sweep out residual sand/soil with a small brush or paper towels.  Dry the 

dish and chute. 
d. Setup as before, but alter the chute angle, house configuration, or other 

feature. 

Record Observations 
Experiment #  
Slope of chute [degrees]  
Amount of water necessary to cause slide  
Describe the behavior of the material as it slid  

 
 
 

Describe what happened to the houses and 
trees: 

 
 
 
 
 

Study Questions 
 

1. Is this what you expected to happen? Why? 
2. What features of the experiment might alter the behavior and results? (i.e., slope, 

length, soil material) Why? 
3. How might landslides change in the future as precipitation and temperature 

change? 
4. What mitigation ideas can you think of that would protect the houses? (i.e., 

location, diversion structure). 
 
  



Home Work 
 

1. On your way home or near your home or other place you commonly visit, 
identify:  

a. Conditions that might make a hillslope more vulnerable to failing  
b. Engineering solutions that been used to mitigate hillslope failure 

 
OR 
 

2. Try to locate a landslide on Google Earth, Google Map in satellite mode, or 
similar aerial image (not the Oso Landslide).  What did you look for?  Describe 
the landslide you found (where was it? what was the area around it like? What 
characteristics did it have?) 

 
Come back to school and describe what you discovered to the class in a 2 minute 
presentation. 
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