What's a National Park?
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Subject:  Science

Length:  45 minutes

Location:  Indoors

Materials: Creating a National Park worksheet (one/group of five students)
Objectives:  To explain the purpose of a national park.  To understand the idea of stewardship.
Methods:  Students will create a national park and then present it to the class.  A worksheet will be completed to test their stewardship knowledge.
Background:  National parks are areas set aside to preserve natural or historical resources.  They are managed by the National Park Service, an agency within the United States Department of the Interior.  Cumberland Island National Seashore was created in 1972 to preserve the largest undeveloped barrier island along the Georgia coast.  The 36,000 acre island contains 8,800 acres designated as a National Wilderness Area, plus 11,000 as potential wilderness.  (A wilderness is a "roadless area where man is a visitor and does not remain.")  The island has four major ecosystems:  beach and dunes, maritime forest, freshwater systems and salt marsh.  Together these barrier island ecosystems form the first line of defense for the mainland against storms.  Barrier islands are dynamic systems, constantly in motion. They react to ocean fluctuations and changing weather patterns while protecting the mainland behind it.
A small percentage of Cumberland Island is still privately owned and a few residents have retained rights contracts.  When the contracts expire, the land will pass into the Park Service's possession and gradually revert to a natural wilderness.

Procedure:
-Ask students if they have been to a National Park.  Have them tell what state it is located in or point it out on a United States map. Ask why that park was created.  (Ex:  Yellowstone NP, WY - geologic features)

-Ask students why we need national parks.  Why can't we just let it alone? (to preserve habitats for plants and animals; aesthetic value; prevent development)
-Explain that they will now have a chance to create their own national park.  Divide the class into groups of 4-5 students.  Hand each group a copy of the worksheet - "Creating a National Park."  As a group they need to decide which of the items on the sheet they would like to have in their park.  

-Once they are finished deciding, students should sketch out the plans for their park.
-Have each group present their park and its attributes to the rest of the class.  After each presentation, ask the students to explain why they picked the item for their park.   Did every group pick the same items?  Discuss the reasons why or why not.  Explain that people have different ideas about how the lands should be managed:  historically vs naturally.
-Ask students what might happen if these areas were not set aside.  Now that their parks are created, who maintains them?  Define stewardship (taking care of and protecting).  Who is responsible for the continued stewardship of their land?  Are there any guidelines for the park?  Can anyone visit?  Walk or ride anywhere?  Can they do anything they want?
-Wilderness areas are areas set aside in their natural state.  People are the visitors there.  They should follow the guidelines:  Take only pictures; Kill only time;  Leave only footprints.  Did any groups designate areas in their parks in this manner?  Explain that national parks are a trust for everyone and it is everyone's responsibility to watch over and protect them. 

-Public comment periods are set up for major issues and decisions in the National Park system.  Examples include hog eradication, transportation issues, and feral animal control.  Why would the general public be interested in these issues?  (Hunting rights, wilderness issues, public image of feral animals)
Evaluation:  Ask students why national parks are created.  Have them define stewardship and give examples of the proper behavior.  What is a wilderness area?
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