Sand Pile 

Subject:  Science

Length:  20 minutes

Location:  Outdoors

Materials:  Blindfolds
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Objective:  To demonstrate how sand dunes are formed.  To show the importance of plants on the dunes.

Method:  Students will play a game to demonstrate sand dune formation.

Background:  Barrier islands are dynamic systems.  The dunes are the first line of defense against the wind and water off the beach.  Wind and water move the island and sand.
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Once the waves get sand to the beach, the wind and sun dry it out.  The wind hits some kind of barrier, such as marsh wrack, sea shells, dune vegetation or debris.  As the wind energy lessens, sand being carried by the wind is dropped behind.  This is called an embryo, or incipient, dune.  If there are no storms to wash out these small piles of sand, they continue to build up.  Seeds from dune vegetation are deposited by wind, water or animals.  Since sand has no nutrients, marsh wrack decomposing under the sand pile is very important for the seedlings' growth.  Once these plants are established, dunes start to become stabilized.  The first plants found on the dunes are railroad vine and beach croton.  They are low growing plants, spreading laterally rather than vertically.  

Sea oats come in next.  Unlike railroad vine and beach croton, sea oats grow vertically as well as laterally.  The flattened seeds (which give it its name) and leaves help block the wind and build up the sand.  Because the sand is deposited around the base of the sea oat, parts of the plant get covered and die.  As they decompose, sea oats constantly supply more nutrients for the growth of new sea oats.  By providing a barrier to the wind, sea oats build up the dunes and provide their own nutrients.  Sea oats are protected by federal law because of their importance in stabilizing the dune ecosystem.

Procedure:

- Discuss sand dunes and how they are formed.

- Explain to the students that they will actively show how the dunes are formed.   Explain the activity.  Each student represents a grain of sand.  On signal everyone will move around (representing the wind blowing them around).  When they come in contact with someone they say "dune."  Only the sea oat keeps quiet.  When the students get no response to their "dune" they have found the sea oat.  They hook elbows (sea oat catching the sand) and stand still.  Once connected to the sea oat, the students should make no response when more sand comes in contact.  

- Hand out the blindfolds.  Have students put on blindfolds and then tap one student on the shoulder.  This student represents the sea oat.  Let the fun begin!  Once everyone has found the sea oat, have students remove blindfolds and see what happened.  The result should be everyone clumped together--like a big sand dune!  

Evaluation:  Ask what two things move sand.  What starts a sand dune?  Why are these important?  Why are sea oats federally protected?
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