


Marsh Plants (Outdoor Lesson)

Toni Vahlsing Grade 4
Edgewood Magnet School

Objectives  students will:

* Sample an area of a wetland and count the number of different kinds of plants
in either a transect or a quadrant.

+ Select a sample of the most common plants collected to put in the plant press.
These samples will be included in the field guide.

* Observe a stand of phragmytes as well as a more diverse wetland area.

Some students will:
* Be able to identify unknown plants using a wetland wheel. Note that this is an
advanced skill for 4th grade.

Materials

Clipboards

Pencils

Hoops or string for quadrants

Hula hoops

Plastic bags and rubber bands (for covering shoes)
Plastic bags for storing plant specimens

Pieces of paper 1x3 for labeling plants

Worksheet for students to tally plants

Set up

Since students will be visiting the marsh during this lesson, they should bring an
extra pair of shoes that can get muddy. Have plastic bags and rubber bands to

cover shoes of students who forget their extra pair.

Staffing needs

Classroom teacher
Adult volunteers (as many as possible)

Background

Wetland plants are indicators of the health of the wetland and its water quality:
more diversity of plants indicates a healthier wetland. Wetlands that are stressed
by poor land use or development often are overrun with phragmytes (frag-MITE-
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teez), the common reed. Phragmytes can be seen all along Interstate-95
throughout Connecticut (and much of New Jersey). If you ride the train from New
Haven to New York, you can see stands of phragmytes on both sides of the tracks.
It multiplies rapidly through rhizomes, underground stems that grow sideways and
sprout new shoots. Phragmytes can tolerate stressful conditions better than other
plants and eventually overtake other plants. Not many animals find it a good food
source, though it does provide a place for animals to hide from predators. A stand
of phragmytes helps slow erosion and trap sediments; however, an environment with
a wide variety of plants makes a better habitat for animals.

Vocabulary

Aquatic plant A plant that grows in water.

Emergent A plant that grows with part of the roots and stem growing underwater,
but the rest of the plant stands above the water.

Shrub A plant that grows above ground, has more than one woody stem, and stands
on its own.

Tree A plant that grows above ground, has a woody stem, stands on its own, and is
more than 20 feet tall.

Vine A plant that grows above ground, has a woody stem, and is supported by
another plant.

Phragmytes The common reed, this tall plant quickly takes over areas of stressed
land. It can tolerate low levels of salinity.

Set induction

Before leaving the classroom, discuss sampling. Remind students that walking on
wetlands can harm the plant life, so they should stay on paths as much as possible.
We will only walk there to learn about the wetlands.

Lesson
procedure

Divide the class into five or six groups. Once in the wetland area, give each group a
hula hoop. The groups should spread out to cover as much of the wetland as
possible, avoiding areas that are too wet to be practical. Members of the group
should close their eyes and one person should toss his or her hula hoop (the rest of
the group members should stand behind the person tossing). Once the hoop has
landed, no one may touch it unless it is caught on something. The team then works
together to identify and count plants that are rooted within the hoop. Students
should tally types of plants (tree, shrub, vine, emergent, or aquatic) and the
number of each type, and then identify the most common plants. Have each group
do these activities two or three times.

Next steps
Collecting specimens: Have each group name the five most common plants in its
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area. Each group should collect a few specimens for the field guide. Be sure to
select only from the five most common. Caution the students to take a specimen
only if the plant is abundant; otherwise, they should sketch the plant and leave it
there. A good specimen includes enough stem to show leaf arrangement and any
flowers. Snip these carefully from the plant. Use 1x3 pieces of paper to label each
specimen with the plant name or number and where it was found. Seal each
specimen in a plastic bag until it can be pressed.

Closure
Return to classroom or BioAction Lab and press the plants. Discuss what students
found. How many different types of plants grew around phragmytes? How many
different types occurred in other wetland areas? Compile all of the plant tallies to
see which type of plant is most common.
Tell students that their data can be used to track the marsh’'s health. We will keep
their records to compare with data from past and future classes.
Assessment
The student worksheet with plant tally, the class tally, and field guide serve as
assessment tools.
Extension
activities

You may take an additional field trip to a salt marsh to do a similar activity.
Include pressed plants in the field guide to the marsh. Students can make a map of
the marsh, and mark where their quadrants were and where certain types of plants

were found.

Annotated
bi bl |09 r'Clp hy For Teachers:

Badger, Curtis J. 1998. Salt Tide: Cycles and Currents of Life along the Coast.
Countryman Press, Woodstock, Vermont.

You may want to read this book about the Virginia shoreline, or you may just want
it for the sketches of animals and plants, many of which also live as far north as
Long Island Sound.

Hotchkiss, Neil. 1972. Common Marsh, Underwater and Floating-leaved Plants of
the United States and Canada. Dover Publications, New York.
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A detailed guide to plants found in water.

Kesselheim, Alan S. and Britt Eckhardt Slattery. 2000. Wow! The Wonders of
Wetlands: An Educator’s Guide. Environmental Concern, Inc., St. Michaels,
Maryland.

A comprehensive resource for teachers with wonderful background material and
lesson plans on all kinds of wetlands.

McCormick, Anita Louise. 1995. Vanishing Wetlands. Lucent, San Diego.
This book is a good resource for older children. It is most useful for its cartoons
and graphics. One very helpful map (p. 11) shows loss of wetlands.

McDiarmid, Emly, Paul K. Barton, Catherine J. Genshlea, editors. 1995. Proceedings
of the West River Symposium. Center for Coastal and Watershed Systems, Yale
University, School of Forestry and Environmental Studies, New Haven, Connecticut.
Papers from a symposium held on the topic of the West River in 1994. This was a
great resource for my unit. Topics include the history of the West River, how
rivers become polluted, and the future plans of restoring more of the salt marsh.

National Wildlife Federation. 1997. Wading into Wetlands. Learning Triangle Press,
New York.

A teacher's guide that gives more activities for wetlands; this is not as
comprehensive as Wonders of Wetlands.

For Students:

Bailey, Jill. 1998. Mosquito. Heinemann, Des Plaines, Iowa.
A very easy to read, basic introduction to the mosquito, containing an excellent
diagram of this common insect.

Doris, Ellen. 1996. Seashore Life. Grolier, Danbury, Connecticut.

A good double-page spread on salt marshes is included in this single book of the
Grolier set Kids and Science. Other volumes of this set also have information on
animals found in marshes.

Fleisher, Paul. 1999. Salt Marsh. Marshall Cavendish, New York.
This is an introduction to a salt marsh that has breathtaking pictures.

Lisowski, Marylin and Robert A. Williams. 1997. Wetlands. Franklin Watts, New
York.

A handbook for middle school students or advanced elementary school students
who want to do their own explorations of wetlands. This book describes how to
record observations, build duck boxes, and conduct other useful field expeditions.

Llamas, Andreu. 1997. Mussels: Hard Shelled Mollusks. Gareth Stevens, Milwaukee.
This book has a misleading title. Most of this book is about other types of
mollusks, but there are a few pages about mussels that are useful, especially a
diagram to aid in dissection.
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Stone, Lynn M. 1996. Wetlands. Rourk, Vero Beach, Florida.

A good infroduction to wetlands for elementary school students. Not much specific
information can be gleaned, but students will be exposed to some essential
vocabulary.

Taylor, Dave. 1992. Endangered Wetland Animals. Crabtree, New York.
This book has some good information about individual animals (from all over the
world). Most useful is the information on protecting wetlands.

Websites

For Teachers:

U.S. Geological Survey, Water Resources Outreach Program.
http://water.usgs.gov/outreach/poster2/order.html

The U.S. Geological Survey offers six free posters, one entitled "Wetlands.” They
are available for different grade levels. Visit the website for information on how
to get these posters.

For Students:

Edgewood Library Media Center, 4th grade links.
http://nhps.net/edgewood/fourthlinks.htm

This website will provide you with links to all of the following links.

Aquatic plants.
http://mbgnet.mobot.org/fresh/plants/intro.htm
An introduction to aquatic plants.

Johannesen, David and James Gurganus. Cattails. June 1993.
http://agen521.www.ecn.purdue.edu/AGEN521/epadir/wetlands/cattails.html
This cattail page contains essential facts and a photo.

University of Florida, Center for Aquatic Plants. Aquatic and Wetland Plant
Particulars and Photographs. 1998.
http://www.icomm.ca/survival/plants.don/aqua.htm

This site is a good source of information on aquatic plants, especially cattails.

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Mussels.

http://news.fws.gov/mussels.html

A bit difficult for 4th graders, but some high level readers may be able to glean
some information from this.
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