Plant Sizes Scavenger Hunt

Focus Question

Can students identify plants based upon the size of various plant parts?

Activity Synopsis

The students will locate and identify plants in the aquarium based upon the sizes of the parts of the plant.  This activity will utilize various standard and non-standard measurements including measurements related to various parts of the students’ bodies to describe parts of plants throughout the different exhibits.  The activity is designed to include any plant or plant part that is present at the time of the visit. Due to the seasonal variations in plants that are displayed in the aquarium, it is not practical to make connections to all of the specific plants that can be utilized in this activity.

Time Frame

This activity is designed to be ongoing throughout a visit to the aquarium.

Student Key Terms

· stem

· leaf

· branch

· limb

· arm

· leg

· hand

· finger

· tall

· short

· width

· length

· phytoplankton

· adaptation

Objectives

The learner will be able to: 

· Locate various plants in the different aquarium exhibits by comparing the size of the plant and its parts to various parts of their body.

First Grade Standards Addressed
Science Standards



IVA1a, IVA2a

Background

Relevant pages in:

Keener-Chavis, Paula and Leslie R. Sautter. 2002.  Of Sand and Sea: Teachings from the Southeastern Shoreline.  S.C. Sea Grant Consortium, Charleston, SC, pp. 50-52, 63.

Key Points

Key Points will give you the main information you should know to teach the activity.

· Plants in the SC Aquarium vary in size from microscopic phytoplankton to large trees and plants such as palmettos and oaks.  

· Plants have developed certain adaptations to make them better suited for the habitats in which they live.

Detailed Information

Detailed information gives you more in-depth background to increase your own knowledge, in case you want to expand upon the activity or if students ask you more complicated questions.

Plants in the SC Aquarium vary in size from microscopic phytoplankton to large trees and plants such as palmettos and oaks.  These plants have adapted various strategies and features to survive in the habitats where they are found.  Plants that are found in loose or soft soils such as the mud in salt marshes are often short and wide.  Still others have extensive root systems to allow them to remain stable.  Some plants, such as the carnivorous pitcher plant, that live in soils lacking in essential nutrients have even developed systems to attract insects that are consumed by the plant. Residents of the coast do not get to experience the full glory of fall foliage, but that is because being evergreen is actually a plant adaptation.  The year-round shedding of leaves adds a continuous source of nutrients to the relatively nutrient-poor soil.  Beautiful, showy, fragrant flowers are an adaptation to attract pollinators.  Spartina is able to fill a niche that most other plants could not – this grass has special glands that secrete excess salt, allowing the plant to thrive in the saline water of salt marshes!  In order to withstand the desiccating winds, some beachfront plants have similar adaptations to plants typically located in the desert.  Succulents, such as the prickly pear, store water. The leaves of other dune plants are covered in small hairs to raise the humidity around the leaf surface and reduce evaporation.  The palmetto tree is a monocot and, therefore, the trunk is not made of “true” wood.  This means that the palmetto can bend without breaking – a perfect adaptation to withstand hurricane force winds!  Just like animals, all plants are perfectly adapted to their habitats. When humans introduce a non-native plant to a foreign habitat, the likelihood is that the plant will overrun the natives.  Just think of kudzu, the plant that ate the South!  (Kudzu was introduced to the United States in 1876 at the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Countries were invited to build exhibits to celebrate the 100th birthday of the U.S. The Japanese government constructed a beautiful garden filled with plants from their country. The large leaves and sweet-smelling blooms of kudzu captured the imagination of American gardeners who used the plant for ornamental purposes. http://www. cptr.ua.edu/kudzu/)

The plants that are displayed in the aquarium come from various habitats throughout the state including the salt marsh and the coastal plain.  Due to the rotation of the plants as well as the variations in foliage throughout the year, the appearance of the plants in each exhibit will be different at each visit.  Several plants that are always (or almost always) present in the exhibits are listed in the activity, but it is crucial that the teacher be flexible when utilizing this activity.

Procedures

Materials

· Rulers 

Procedure
1. Before beginning this activity, the students should be familiar with the parts of a plant including (but not limited to): leaf, stem, trunk, branch, and root.  

2. Introduce the students to the activity using a ruler and standard measurements.  Have them measure their hand using the ruler, their arm using the ruler, and their leg using the ruler.  Make sure that students know how to measure length and width – again, you may choose to use someone’s hand as an example.

3. When you enter the aquarium, explain to the students that they will be searching for plants (or parts of plants) throughout their journey from the mountains to the sea.  They will be looking for roots, leaves, stems, and branches of these plants.  They will be comparing these plant parts to parts of their bodies such as their fingers, arms, and hands.  They will see plants that are bigger than the tallest one of them and they will see plants with leaves that are smaller than their fingers.  Also, carry the ruler to do standard measurements of the plants you can reach!

4. When you enter the mountain exhibit, ask the students to find a plant with a leaf larger than their hand.  There are several plants in this exhibit that fit the description such as ferns and the “umbrella magnolia”.

5. When you enter the blackwater swamp area, have the students look for a plant with roots that are as big as their legs.  The Bald Cypress tree has roots that protrude from the ground and are called “knees”.  These knees may be as long as the student’s legs.  Explain to the students that the knees may help keep the tree stable in soft soil and that they also provide shelter for different animals such as snakes.  The students can measure their legs and the “knees” using the width of their hand and make comparisons between the two measurements.

6. In the area near the entrance to the salt marsh exhibit, there are several large palmetto trees.  As you approach this area, ask the students to look for a tree with a trunk that is as wide as their waist (or a tree that is taller than the tallest student in the class.)  The students can then measure the trunk of the tree using “hands”.

7. Inside the salt marsh, there are several plants with small leaves.  There are also plants with very long leaves such as Spartina and black needle rush.  

8. Repeat any of the above steps for plants that are present at the time of your visit.

Extension:  You may want to carry a tape measure and rulers to get standard measurements as well.

Assessment

Have the students draw a plant that they saw during their visit to the aquarium and how its size compared to a part of their body.  For example, the students could draw a fern that they saw in the mountain exhibit.  In the picture, they might include a drawing of their hand showing that it is smaller than the fern leaf. 

Mastery/Nonmastery: The student draws their hand in correct proportion to the chosen plant; i.e. they do not draw their hand larger than a palmetto frond! 
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Members of the COASTeam Aquatic Workshops development team include: Katrina Bryan, Jennifer Jolly Clair, Stacia Fletcher, Kevin Kurtz, Carmelina Livingston, and Stephen Schabel.
From COASTeam Aquatic Workshops: the Coast (Grade 1) a joint effort between the COASTeam Program at the College of Charleston and the South Carolina Aquarium – funded by the SC Sea Grant Consortium.
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