Island Habitat Comparison
Subject:  Science

Length: variable
Location: outdoor
Materials: paper, pencil, camera if desired  
Objective:  To discover the various habitats on a barrier island; To compare and contrast the habitats and their inhabitants

Method:  Students will walk through several island habitats and make observations

Background:  A barrier island has four major habitats:  salt marsh, maritime forest, beach and dunes, and freshwater systems.  The students will be able to experience the first three on a regular day trip. 

The salt marsh is located on the west side of the island because it is the protected side.  Salt tolerant plants live here.  Daily tidal changes of 6’ create and sustain the marsh by bringing fresh water, oxygen and food into and out of the marsh.  Most animals vary due to the fluctuating tide.

The maritime forest is the most stable part of the island and is characterized by live oaks draped in Spanish moss, palms, hollies and palmettos.  Deer, armadillos, raccoon, opossum, snakes, lizards, and birds are commonly seen.

The dunes and beach are ever-changing due to wind and water. Items washed up on the beach trap sand and start to form sand dunes.  As organic material decomposes, it feeds any seeds trying to grow.  Some of the plants like sea oats and morning glory stabilize the dunes.  These are the first line of defense against any storms and water surges.  Beaches have a very gentle slope and due to tidal flux are very wide at low tide.  Shelling and birding are usually possible.

The freshwater systems vary from springs to ponds to freshwater sloughs.  Weather plays a big role in the presence or absence of these systems.  As in any freshwater system, animals such as wading birds, mammals, alligators and insects can all be found.  

Procedure:  Discuss the different habitats on the island.  

- Asks the students what kind of animals and plants they would expect to find in each habitat.
- Ask why a certain animal, like a deer, can be found in the forest and sometimes other habitats. (food, shelter, etc)
- As the group travels toward the beach, have the students observe things in each habitat using the worksheet. One sheet per habitat should be used. Explain that this will be reference for later discussion.  Students  may also want to use cameras to collect evidence.  

- Explain that all things in a national park are protected.  To prevent damage to plants, have the students draw various leaves, tracks and other evidence found in each habitat.
-  Animals actually seen can be listed.  Have them keep count of how many of each animal they see. (These can be graphed later) Ask the students to name one adaptation when an animal is spotted.
Evaluation:  If possible, gather the whole group together and compare the animals and other evidences found.  Have the students name the habitats they experienced.  How were they alike?  How were they different?  Was there any animal seen that was a surprise?  Any animal not seen that was expected?  Name any animal that was found in two different habitats.
Island Habitat Comparison

Worksheet
Date:

Observer:

Location:

_______________________________________________________________________
Animals

Plants

Other evidence (tracks and traces)

