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HUMAN NATURE




CATTAILS AND COOTS

GOAL

To introduce students to a variety of wetland life cycles and interactions between wetland plants and animals.

OBJECTIVES

Students should be able to:

1. Define wetland

2. Describe the life cycles of various wetland plants and animals

3. Understand the importance of wetland habitats

VOCABULARY

Cattail: a plant of the genus Typha, characterized by stiff, green, ribbon-like leaves, and a flower resembling a hot-dog on a stick.
Coot: a black, duck-sized bird with a white chicken-like beak and large lobed (not webbed) feet.  This bird, also called a mudhen, lives in wetlands.

Interactions: the effects that organisms have on each other and on their environment and vice-versa.
Life Cycle: a cyclic series of changes undergone by an organism, spanning from the time of fertilization to the time it reproduces in turn.

Marsh: a wetland dominated by grass-like plants (grasses, cattails, sedges, rushes).

Metamorphosis: a radical change in form (shape, appearance) and size as an animal grows from one developmental stage to another, for example from a tadpole to a frog.

Pond: a small body of standing water, shallow enough to support rooted vegetation across the whole basin.

Swamp: a wetland characterized by trees and woody vegetation.
Wetland: any land area, which tends to be regularly wet or flooded; the water in a wetland must be shallow and slow-moving to allow for extensive plant growth.  In a wetland, saturation with water is the dominant factor determining the nature of soil development.

Aquatic Invertebrate: an animal with no backbone that lives in the water.

Larval Stage: an immature insect that differs from an adult and has yet to go through the pupa stage before reaching maturity.

PRE-VISIT ACTIVITIES

1.
Discuss what wetlands are, using ponds, marshes, and swamps as examples.  Ask the students if they have ever visited a wetland.  What was it like?  What did you find?  What was growing there?  What did it smell like?

2.
Ask each child to bring a photograph of him/herself as a baby, as well as a recent one (don’t show these to the other students!).  Bring photos of your own too! Divide the class into small groups of about four students each. Assign each a single table or station, and have the students at each station place their pairs of photos on the table face up and mix them up. Once the pictures are mixed, each group moves to another table, where they try to match the pairs of baby/student photos. Then have each group return to their original table and check if their photos were matched up correctly. Ask the students to change any pairs that were not correct. What characteristics or features did they look for when matching photos?  Discuss how remarkably different many adult animals are from the juvenile forms. This applies particularly to many aquatic insects and other invertebrates, as well as to frogs and other amphibians.

3.
Define and explain metamorphosis.  Obvious examples are caterpillars to moths or butterflies, and tadpoles to frogs or toads.  Ask students to think of other animals that go through metamorphosis- bees, wasps, salamanders, mosquitoes, water beetles. Compare these to the human changes discussed in activity #2.  Note: humans are not considered to undergo metamorphosis in the sense that insects and amphibians do.

4.
There are insects that spend their whole lives under water (water boatmen, backswimmers, or diving beetles), as well as those which live under water only as juveniles (mosquitoes, dragonflies, or caddisflies).  Look for guidebooks, textbooks, nature books, calendars or magazines with pictures of aquatic invertebrates so students will have an idea of what they may find when they dipnet in our marsh or swamp. Feel free to use the attached sheet (photocopy for each student if you wish). It illustrates some of the most common creatures present in our wetlands.

5.
Read stories about wetlands and the animals that live there- muskrats, frogs, turtles, salamanders, ducks, geese, blackbirds, crayfish, turtles, etc. Help students distinguish between real and fictional characteristics of the animals portrayed (e.g. Donald Duck vs. real ducks).  Pond Year, by Kathryn Lanky and Around the Pond: Who’s Been Here? by Lindsay Barrette George are good literary resources.

6.
Have each student or pair of students choose a wetland animal or plant to investigate. Use books, magazines, or internet information (Canadian Wildlife Service’s “Hinterland Who’s Who”  http://www.hww.ca ) to prepare a written or oral report to share with the class. Focus the students’ attention on interactions with other organisms (what eats it? what does it eat?) and life cycles (type of birth, development, etc.). *This could be done before or after the program.

POST VISIT ACTIVITIES

1.
Discuss what you saw at FortWhyte Alive, then have students write descriptions of what they liked best, and/or draw pictures.  This could be done individually, or as large group murals.  Use several media such as paint, crayons, collage and/or markers.  If you wish, you could send us the essays or artwork to post at the Centre.  We always appreciate such contributions to our decor!

2.
Have students design their own animals that undergo metamorphosis and draw the different stages in their life cycles.  Consider where the animal spends each stage.  Will it need gills?  Maybe a snorkel of some type?  What will it eat?

3.
Make a list of wetland animals and plants that you saw or discussed.  Use this list to make simple food chains.  Make sure the students understand that food chains always start with plants.  Ask if food chains show the whole picture; e.g. do ducks just eat duckweed?   In reality, the situation is much more complicated.  Most animals eat a variety of foods (as should people!).  If you connect each organism to several others that it eats or that eats it, you end up with a food web -- essentially several interconnected food chains.  This may look quite messy, but it illustrates the interdependence of all organisms in a wetland.  Another alternative is to write the names of plants and animals in a circle and draw lines across the circle to connect eaters to the eaten.

4.  Place the following objects in a box or a bag: sponge, small pillow, soap, eggbeater, small doll cradle, sieve/strainer, paper coffee filter, antacid tablets (or just a container), box of cereal.  Each of these objects represents a function or role of wetlands: bring the items out one at a time, and have the students guess and discuss what the items mean.

· sponge: absorbs excess water caused by runoff, retains moisture for a time even if standing water dries up

· pillow: a resting place for migratory birds

· soap: helps cleanse the environment by removing pollutants from water

· eggbeater: mixes nutrients and oxygen in water

· cradle: provides a nursery that shelters, protects and feeds young animals

· sieve/strainer: strains silt, debris, etc., from water

· filter: filters smaller impurities from water

· antacid: neutralizes toxic substances

· cereal: provides nutrient rich foods

4. Discuss the importance of wetlands to plants, animals and people. Wetlands are the second most biodiverse habitats on earth, next only to the rainforests! What would happen to all the plants and animals you saw at FWC if the wetlands were drained or filled in? Why do people sometimes get rid of wetlands?  (They want to use the land for farms, houses, roads, factories, etc.)  Some of your students may live on former wetlands. What use are wetlands to people? They help prevent flooding and drought by soaking up run-off in the spring or after heavy rains and then releasing it slowly.  They also help to filter and purify water.  They provide habitat for animals that some people use for food (ducks, fish) or fur (muskrat, mink).  By slowing runoff water from storms and snow melt, they reduce erosion.  And they are interesting places to visit, giving them recreational and tourist value!

WETLAND ANIMALS AT FORT WHYTE

	Birds:
	red-winged blackbirds
	yellow-headed blackbirds

	
	coots
	ducks

	
	Canada geese
	snow geese

	
	swallows
	tundra swans

	
	
	

	Insects:
	diving beetles
	water bugs

	
	damselflies
	dragonflies

	
	mosquitoes
	water striders

	
	
	

	Other Aquatic Invertebrates:
	crayfish
	copepods

	
	leeches
	water mites

	
	snails
	spiders

	
	
	

	Other Animals:
	fish
	frogs

	
	muskrats
	turtles

	
	
	

	Plants:
	algae
	bulrushes

	
	cattails
	coontails

	
	water celery
	duckweed

	
	water lilies
	marsh marigolds


