Wetland Wonders
Grades 3-12

Note:  This program serves as a general introduction to coastal wetlands, using the San Elijo Lagoon as an example. It can be adapted to many different grade levels by adjusting the vocabulary as needed. 
Theme: Coastal wetlands are one of the most endangered ecosystems in the world and are in need of protection.  

Objectives:
· Describe coastal wetland characteristics

· Appreciate the importance of wetlands to wildlife and humans

· Identify ecological functions of wetlands

Materials:  
Pillow, plastic vegetables and eggs, strainer, sponge, wooden house, flowers, whisk, soap, and binoculars.  
Introduction (Begin with general introduction to the lagoon)

Introduce topic of visit.  

· The San Elijo Lagoon is a wetland - this place is special and protected because so many have been lost.  

· Did you know that 90% of all coastal wetlands have disappeared in the past 200 years? Where did they all go?  Let’s take a closer look. 

· I need 10 volunteers.  Ask 10 students to line up in front of the group.  Then ask the students what they think happened to make so many wetlands disappear.  For each answer (and they might need some prodding) ask a child to move away from the group.  

· Continue until nine children have moved away from the original group and only one child remains standing by herself.  Possible answers include an airport, a shopping mall, fairgrounds, housing development, parking lot, Seaworld, etc.  If you run out of answers, you can put in a second housing development or strip mall. 
· Coastal wetlands are like endangered species, there aren’t very many left.  So what?   Why is it important to protect the remaining ones?  
· As kids throw out answers (again, they may need some prodding), you can take items from the props bag to represent their answers, or you can take props out and ask them what they think it represents (see Wetland Metaphors at end of document).  
Prepare for hike – the most important aspect about this hike is to allow the kids to explore, observe, and note the uniqueness of the lagoon sanctuary and how animals and humans benefit from its many functions. Allow the kids to observe and compare how it is different from other open spaces such as a park, school yard, or their backyard?   
Lagoon Formation – Find a location where you have a good view of the lagoon. If you are at the Nature Center, one group could go on the roof of the nature center while the other group could head up on the mound behind the nature center towards Manchester Ave. At Rios Ave, the view from the trailhead is good.  

· How was the lagoon formed?  Look at elevated terrain surrounding the lagoon, and explain how a river carved it.  The wetlands originally was a bay, but over time sediment filled the lagoon, converting it from a bay to a wetland.  

· What shapes the lagoon? Ocean tides, sedimentation, erosion, runoff, wind, rain, human development all affect the shape. Talk about the importance of keeping the mouth of the lagoon open and how the lagoon is connected to and dependent upon ocean tides.  
 

· Where did all this water in our lagoon come from? Rain, snow, rivers, creeks, ocean tides, storm drains, sprinklers, etc.
· What do we call the mixture of salt and fresh water that makes up the water in our lagoon? (Brackish)

Brief History of Lagoon

· Used as a sewer treatment plant
· Used as trash dump by people 
· Prevented from becoming a housing development or a Seaworld-type park by local citizens. 
· Co-owned today by County, State, and the Conservancy working together to preserve, enhance and protect the lagoon. 
Observe major plant communities and compare plant and animal diversity within these communities 
· Compare different habitats of the lagoon – salt marsh, coastal sage scrub, riparian areas. Do the plants in these different plant communities look the same?  Discuss adaptation of salt marsh plants vs. coastal sage plants.  How do both these plant communities compare to riparian?    
·  How are the birds that feed in the mudflats different from the birds that live in the trees or bushes around the lagoon? (Adaptations: webbed feet vs. perching feet, long legs vs. shorter legs, different types of bills.      
· Observe feeding habits of different shorebirds. How can so many birds feed side by side?  (They aren’t all eating the same food).    
· Some of the endangered species that rely on these habitats are Belding’s Savannah sparrow and Clapper Rail (salt marsh), Least Bell’s vireo (riparian), California gnatcatcher (sage scrub).  
· Diversity of plant communities allows for diversity of animals. 
Address the functions of wetlands, supported with concrete examples when possible 
· Water being filtered on the way to the ocean (Where does it come from? Storm drains, runoff, people’s lawns). 
· Creating habitat for many animals (point out a nest, an animal trail going though the woods, scat, insects, diversity of birds, etc.)
· Breeding ground and/or habitat for commercially valuable fish and shellfish (Halibut, turbot, flounder, crabs, oysters, clams, shrimp). 
· Food source for migrating and wintering birds.  Where is all the food?  Think of the mudflats as a buffet – we can’t see most of the food, but the mudflats are stocked with all kinds of treats in the form of worms, crabs, fish, insect larvae, and detritus. 
Opportunity to reflect 
· Have students sit and close their eyes, listen, relax and comment on what they hear, feel.  I like to do this along the boardwalk that goes through the riparian zone.   
· Ask the students to mention the different sounds they hear.  Are the sounds from nature, or do they hear man-made sounds such as the highway, train, cars?  This could lead to a discussion on how humans have impacted the lagoon and the plants and animals that live here. (Dogs, trash, poisons seeping into the storm drains, helium balloons, hiking off the trails, building houses and roads and their effects on water flow, etc.)
· What are some things that you could do to help preserve the lagoon?
    
(Keep dog on leash, pick up trash, don't put poisons down the storm drain, stay on 
trails, don't pick the flowers or plants, don't step on the insects, etc.)

 

 

Wetland Metaphors 

Object


Value of Wetlands
Sponge

Helps control flooding

Pillow


provides a resting place for migratory birds

Flowers

provides habitat for a diversity of plants

Plastic vegetables
provides abundant food 

Plastic eggs

Provides nesting sites for many birds

Soap


helps clean water on the way to the ocean 
Whisk


mixes fresh and salt water (nutrients from ocean)
Strainer (Sieve)
strains silt, debris, etc. from water (cleans water)

Wooden house 
provides home for wildlife

Binoculars

provides a recreation place for people 

Definition of metaphor:  A comparison made between two unlike things that actually have something important in common OR an object that represents a thing or idea through another thing or idea.
Vocabulary words

Ecosystem:
A set of living organisms, their physical environment and the interactions between them.  

Endangered:

A plant or animal that could be at risk of disappearing forever.

Estuary:
A place where fresh water from rivers mixes with ocean salt water.
Food chain:
The flow of energy from the sun to plants (producers) and then to animals (consumers) that eat them.

Food web:

A system of connected food chains.

Habitat:
A place where animals or plants live, find food, water, shelter and adequate conditions to reproduce. 

Invertebrate:
Animals without a backbone, including animals with a hard exoskeleton, such as crabs and clams.  

Migratory:
Animals that travel long distances from one area to another, depending on the season, to find food and reproduce. 

Nutrients: 
A substance that plants and animals need to live and grow.  Includes proteins, fats, carbohydrates, vitamins, minerals, and water.

Pacific flyway:
The route along the west coast of North, Central and South America that birds follow in their migrations.  

Plankton:
Microscopic or tiny animals and plants that live floating in the water.

Resident:
An animal that always lives in the same place.

Species:
A group of similar organisms capable of producing offspring. 

Threatened: 
Any living species that may become endangered if not protected or provided adequate habitat.
PAGE  
2

