
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	   	  

	  
	  

	  

CATTAILS AND COOTS	  
	  

Grades 2 & 3 
2 Hours 

 
Thank you for booking our “Cattails and Coots” program at FortWhyte Alive. This program is 
designed to help your students learn about wetlands. Students will have the opportunity to dip 
into a marsh, learn about life cycles, and explore local habitats on the trail. 
 
Appropriate Dress for Your Field Trip 

To ensure that students get the most out of their FortWhyte experience, we ask that they be 
appropriately dressed for a 2-hour outdoor excursion. All of our programs include time 
outdoors, regardless of weather. Comfort and safety are key in making this an enjoyable and 
memorable experience.  
 
Suggestions for Outdoor Dress 

Layering of clothing is very important in maintaining body temperature and in remaining dry. 
Four thin garments may offer the same degree of warmth as one thick overcoat, but the four 
layers allow much greater flexibility. Layers can be shed or added as temperature, wind, 
exertion, or other variables dictate.  
 
Waterproof outer layers are also important. Rain may get us wet but so will dew on grass, 
melting snow on pants and puddles in the spring. Boots in the winter are always important to 
keep moisture out and heat in.  
	  
*Please share this information with other teachers that are coming to  

FWA with your group. 
	   	  



 

 

	  

GOAL 
 
To introduce students to the plant and animal life of wetlands and the life cycles that are associated 
with them. 
	  
	  

OBJECTIVES 
 
Students will: 

1. Define wetland.	  

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

3. Understand the importance of wetland habitats and clean water to all living things.	  

	  
	   	  



 

 

 	  

VOCABULARY 
Aquatic 
Invertebrate: 

 
An animal with no backbone that lives in the water. 
 

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. 
 

Life Cycle: A cyclic series of changes undergone by an organism as it matures. 
 

Marsh: A wetland dominated by grass-like plants (e.g. 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, tadpole to frog or caterpillar to  
butterfly. 
 

Pollution: The introduction of contaminants into a natural environment that cause harm.  
 

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 (less than 2m) and slow-moving to allow for extensive plant  
growth.   

	   	  



 

 

	  
	  

LITERATURE CONNECTIONS 
All of the books listed below relate to the 
theme of wetlands, are recommended for 
elementary school children, and are 
available through the Winnipeg Public 
Libraries and/or the Manitoba 
Education Instructional Resources 
Library. You may wish to make these 
titles available in your classroom 
surrounding your ‘Cattails and Coots’ field trip.  
Books and activities with an Aboriginal perspective are 
indicated with a medicine wheel.	    

Fiction 
> Song of the Water Boatman and Other Poems by Joyce Sidman 
> Penny Visits Oak Hammock Marsh by Carol Szuminsky 
> Pond Circle by Betsy Franco 
> Come Out, Muskrats by Jim Arnosky 
> If You Were a Wild Duck Where Would You Go? by George Mendoza 
> Between Cattails by Terry Tempest Williams 

> Remaking the Earth: A Creation Story from the Great Plains of North America by Paul Goble  

> Bulrush Helps the Pond by Ken Carriere  

 
Non-Fiction 
> Butternut Hollow Pond by Brian Heinz  
> Pond Seasons by Sue Ann Alderson 
> Here is the Wetland by Madeleine Dunphy 
> Dragonflies by Cynthia Overbeck 
> From Pond to Prairie by Laura Pringle 
> Water Insects by Sylvia Johnson  
> Wetlands: Bogs, Marshes, and Swamps by Lewis Buck 
> Near One Cattail by Jennifer Dirubbio 



 

 

	  

PRE-VISIT ACTIVITIES 

SORTING WETLANDS OUT (1 lesson)  

Science/Math 

What is a wetland and how is it different from other aquatic habitats?   

Provide small groups of students with images of various aquatic habitats (see Attachment #1) 
and have them identify each one (e.g. lake, ocean, stream, marsh). Discuss new vocabulary words 
if necessary. Next, have them sort the images into categories based on similarities and differences 
(e.g. salt water/fresh water, deep water/shallow water, flowing water/still water, big water/small 
water, warm water/cold water).   

Once students have had a chance to complete a series of sorting activities (perhaps using a T-
chart format), introduce the term wetland. Have students guess what a wetland might be (land 
that is wet) and then define it for them. In the program “Cattails and Coots” a wetland is defined 
as: 

1) A shallow body of water (less than 2m at all times). 
2) A body of water with very slow flow (may appear not to flow at all). 

Have the students re-visit each image in their small groups and decide whether or not it could be 
categorized as a wetland. Have them use a Venn Diagram format to sort the images once more.  
Any questionable images can be placed in the centre of the Venn Diagram to be discussed as a 
whole class. Have students do a gallery walk to observe how other groups have sorted and 
categorized their images. Discuss any questions or inconsistencies.   

 



 

 

WETLANDS WHO’S WHO PART 1 (1-3 lessons)  

Science/Visual Arts 

What kinds of plants and animals live in a wetland?  Though they may look “messy” or 
“sloppy”, wetlands are one of the most biodiverse ecosystems on our planet.  Even a small wetland 
like a ditch may have many plants and animals living in it and even more relying on it for survival. 
Birds, amphibians, insects, mammals, and plants of all kinds make their homes in and near wetlands 
across Manitoba (and the world).   

If possible, go on a walk through the community near your school and search for wetlands. In urban 
areas these might include puddles, fountains, man-made ponds, ditches, rain barrels, or seasonally 
flooded areas. If your school is near a park or more rurally located, look for marshes, swamps, and 
natural ponds. (If you do not have access to any wetlands, you can study images of wetlands. You 
might also consider using the CD-Rom resource “The Digital Field Trip to the Wetlands” by Digital 
Frog International Inc. available through the Manitoba Education Instructional Resources Library.)   

At each wetland record evidence of the plants and animals that rely on it (sketching/writing in a 
journal is a great way for students to complete this task). Look for scat, tracks in the mud, vegetation 
around the edge, tiny fish or insects (use a net for this), birds flying overhead, holes/nests/tree 
cavities that might be homes for animals. Be sure to lay out clear safety guidelines whenever you are 
near water with your students! As a class, compile a list of all of the different plants and animals you 
have seen.   

Using paint, collage, or other art techniques, turn a big bulletin board or wall of your classroom into a 
wetland mural. Have each student illustrate one wetland plant or animal from your list and add it to 
the mural. Use guidebooks or the internet to make the organisms as realistic as possible. When you 
are finished, discuss the interactions between the various plants and animals and why each one is 
important in the wetland habitat.   

	  

LIFE CYCLES ALIVE (1-2 lessons) 

Science/Visual Art 

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.  
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 

OUTDOOR  
LEARNING
OUTDOOR  



 

 

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 their juvenile forms. This applies 
particularly to many aquatic insects and other invertebrates, as well as to frogs, butterflies, and 
other animals that undergo metamorphosis. See post-visit activity “Metamorphosis in Your 
Classroom” for ideas on how to raise butterflies, tadpoles, or insects inside your classroom.   
 

WHO ARE YOU CALLING A COOT?  (1-2 lessons)  

Science/Social Studies 

Most students have heard of ducks and geese, but what about coots? The American Coot is a 
waterfowl that makes its home in FortWhyte’s wetlands. Visit 
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/American_Coot/id for some general facts about this unique bird, 
also sometimes referred to as a mudhen.   

Remaking the Earth: A Creation Story from the Great Plains of North America by Paul Goble features 
the coot as an important character. In some Aboriginal traditions a similar story is told featuring the 
muskrat, another wetland creature, in a parallel role.   

What is the significance of wetlands in Aboriginal culture? Are certain wetland animals given 
particular meanings or characteristics?  What are some of the traditional uses of wetland plants? See 
the post-visit activity “Exploring Cattails” for more about these plants in particular.   

 



 

 

POST-VISIT ACTIVITIES 
METAMORPHOSIS IN YOUR CLASSROOM (ongoing) 
Science 

Raising butterflies, tadpoles, or another species in your classroom is an incredible way to bring the 
concept of metamorphosis to life for your students.  It is very important, however, not to harm any 
animals or the environment in the process.  Some tips are provided below.  You can also email 
education@fortwhyte.org with specific questions: 
 
Butterflies 
Butterflies raised in labs and released into the wild can introduce diseases to natural populations.  
For this reason, FortWhyte Alive does not recommend ordering butterfly kits from commercial 
suppliers.  Painted Lady kits available from Boreal Science are a great learning tool, but releasing the 
butterflies is not recommended 
(https://www.boreal.com/store/catalog/product.jsp?catalog_number=6700700).   

Alternatives to buying butterfly kits include: 

> Collecting caterpillars in the fall and releasing wild butterflies in the spring.  Three sites with 
information on this process are http://www.amentsoc.org/insects/caresheets/caterpillars.html 
and http://microgastrinae.myspecies.info/content/simple-guide-collecting-and-rearing-
caterpillars-and-their-parasitoids and http://www.ontarioinsects.org/presi/pres_index.htm  

> Watching Monarch butterflies move north online.  Monarch Teacher Network offers some 
excellent resources at http://www.monarchteacher.ca/support/resources.dot. Nature North 
also provides monarch resources specific to Manitoba at 
http://www.naturenorth.com/summer/monarch/monarchF.html.	  

Tadpoles 
Collecting frog eggs in the spring is a delightful way to demonstrate metamorphosis. In Manitoba it is 
legal to raise tadpoles; just be sure to release the adult frogs back to a water source near where you 
found them. You will need water from the source where the eggs were found, an aerator, and food 
for the tadpoles (boiled lettuce works well). For detailed instructions see: 
http://www.naturenorth.com/spring/classrm/wfclass/Fclaswf.html.   
 
Other Insects 

> Collecting galls and waiting for the fly or stingless wasp to emerge is an easy late spring 



 

 

WETLANDS WHO’S WHO PART 2 (2-4 lessons) 

Science/Language Arts 

Further research the animals illustrated in the first part of this activity.  Now that your students 
know more about wetlands, what further questions do they have and what new connections can 
they find between animals?  Write reports to add to your wetland mural and have students share 
their research and artwork with parents or other classes within your school.   
  

EXPLORING CATTAILS (1-2 lessons) 

Science/Social Studies 

Cattails are one of the most common wetland plants in Manitoba. With their ribbon-like leaves and 
hot-dog shaped flower, they are easy to identify. Cattails are fascinating plants and can become a 
central theme for inquiry. Here are some suggestions of jumping off points to get your students 
thinking about cattails, wetlands, and their role as environmental stewards: 

> Cattail Feast: Did you know that all parts of cattails are edible? Some parts, however, are 
tastier than others. In the late spring collect yellow cattail pollen to use as a flour substitute 
in pancakes or muffins. In early spring try the inner shoots in salads. The top “male” part of 
the flower can be boiled and eaten like corn on the cob early in the season and the root can 
be collected in the fall. Make sure to consider student allergies and carefully consult a 
guidebook and wild edible collection policies in your area before feasting on cattails with 
your students.   

> Cattail Mats: If you are able to collect a large quantity of cattails stalks in the fall, you can 
make cattail mats with your students. These mats are great for use indoors or outdoors and 
can be used all throughout the school year. Mats can be woven, sewn, or tied together with 
twine. Have students research traditional cattail mats made by many Aboriginal groups.  

activity. Goldenrod galls are particularly big and easy to find: 
http://www.naturenorth.com/winter/gallfly/gallfly1.html. 

> Mealworms can very simply be raised into darkling beetles at any time of year.  All that is 
required is a container, some oatmeal, and paper toweling.  Further instructions available at 
http://insected.arizona.edu/mealrear.htm.   

 
> Examples of keystone species in Canada’s six regions include: 

> Canadian Shield – Spruce 
> Arctic Region – Arctic Fox 
> Western Cordillera – Salmon 
> Appalachian Region – Lobster 
> Prairies – Prairie Dog 
> St. Lawrence-Great Lakes Lowlands – Sugar Maple 

Research these and other keystone species to identify why they are so important to their 
ecosystems. Who eats them and who do they eat in the food chain? Do other species rely on them 
for shelter?   

Go to http://education.nationalgeographic.com/education/encyclopedia/keystone-species/?ar_a=1 

> Create a mural of one of Canada’s regions. Assign each student a specific plant or animal to 
research and have students work collaboratively with paints or other media to bring the 
habitat to life in detail.   

Habitats of Manitoba: 

If we zoom in on just the province of Manitoba we see that there are two major Canadian regions 
included in our province – Prairie and Canadian Shield (Boreal Forest). But there are also some 
more detailed regions. One of these is the transition zone between Prairie and Boreal Forest known 
as the Parkland Region. This habitat is characterized by a mix of prairie grassland and stands of 
trees, primarily Aspen. The city of Winnipeg and FortWhyte Alive are both located within the 
Parkland Region.   

See Attachment #3 for a detailed map of Manitoba’s ecological regions. Research the plants and 
animals that live in Manitoba.  What are their special physical and behavioural adaptations?  The 
animals you saw in the Touch Museum and on FortWhyte’s property are a good starting place for 
inquiry.   

Local Habitats:  

On the smallest scale, we all live and go to school within local habitats.  Go outside with your class 
and find evidence of the animals that live in your neighborhood—tracks, scat, chewed leaves, 
spiderwebs, nests, and holes are all great starting points.  Start a list of plants and animals you 
would like to know more about and create a class field guide to your schoolyard/neighborhood.  
Look at examples of field guides and don’t forget to include a sketch or photo, special adaptations, 
and a site map that shows where this organism might be found locally.  Add to this project 
throughout the year! 



 

 

For more information on local cattail mats contact Laura Reeves at info@psbotanicals.com.   

> Cattails as Cleaners: Cattails act as biological filters and help to cleanse wetland water of 
silt and pollution. They are being planted in many areas specifically for this reason.  At 
FortWhyte Alive a project using floating cattail platforms to remove pollution is being 
piloted for possible use in Lake Winnipeg. Email education@fortwhyte.org for more 
information. Have students research the benefits of cattails and other wetland plants as 
ecosystem filters.   

> Cattail Habitats: Many animals, such as muskrats and Red-Winged Blackbirds, rely on 
cattails to make their homes. How many other animals can you discover that cannot 
survive without the presence of cattails?   
 

WETLAND RESOURCES (1-5 lessons) 

Science/Social Studies 

Ducks Unlimited is an international organization dedicated to the preservation of wetland habitats.  
Check out their extensive wetland education resources at http://www.ducks.ca/education/for-
educators/resources/ for more wonderful ways to extend your FortWhyte field trip experience. 

 
	  
	   	  



 

 

Attachment #1 

	  


