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Thursday – Wetlands, Ponds, Vernal Pools, OH MY! 
Grades 3 to 5 

 

WATER WALK: OBSERVING WATER HABITATS 
 

What you Need 
Paper (a few sheets) and Pencil 

Clipboard or something to write on 

Wetland Scavenger Hunt (page 4 and 5) 

Timer 

Optional: 
• Binoculars 
• Smartphone or camera 
• Field guides or other identification materials 
• Trash bag (for neighborhood cleanup purposes) 

 
Jump Start the Exploration 
All living creatures need water to survive, which makes aquatic habitats like rivers, lakes, ponds, and 
vernal pools an excellent place to see a wide range of wildlife. There will be permanent residents, like 
turtles, fish, frogs, and underwater bugs, as well as visitors from other habitats looking for both food and 
water. Deer, foxes, birds, and other mammals search these habitats to find food or take a drink. Don’t 
forget every habitat is made up of non-living things as well. The type of soil, the shape of the land, and the 
amount of light and wind all impact the things that live on the edge of a pond, river, or vernal pool. 

 

What are some things that might live in water habitat? 

Where do you think the water comes from, and how does it stay here? 

What is the human impact on this space? How wild is it? 

 
Staying Safe 
Always explore with an adult and stay away from the edge of the water!  

Make sure you’re exploring in a place you’re allowed to be. 

Don’t touch wildlife with your hands – it can be dangerous to you or them. 
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Observation Activities for the Water Walk 

Scientists use their power of observation to help them learn about the world. Observing natures takes 
practice and repetition as you train yourself to look for small details, to notice patterns and to recognize 
living and non-living things. Below are four activities that will help you be a better observer. You can do 
each activity in different spots along your walk or one activity for the entire walk.  

  

Activity 1: Big Picture 

1. Talk a walk along a pond, stream, or wetland that is near your home. You will be observing the 
habitat along the walk. You will not be going into the water at all. 
 

2. Along your water walk make some observations of what you see on a piece of paper. Record the 
date, time, location, and weather.  
 

3. Look around at the plants and animals along the water. What do you see immediately? Is there 
anything surprising you did not expect? Do the plants and animals change along the walk?  
 

4. Observe the non-living parts of your walk. Is the ground under your feet rocks, dirt, or sand? What 
does the dirt feel like in your hands? Is the ground you are along the walk flat or is it hilly? What 
does the wind feel like on your face? Can you pick up any smells? How do the non-living and living 
things change along the walk? 
 

5. Use the Wetland Scavenger Hunt to help you find more living things along your walk. 
 

6. At the end of the walk, try to describe the habitat to a friend or on paper. Use the evidence and 
observations you made for your description. 

 

Activity 2: Sound Mapping 

1. Pick a place along your walk to sit or stand for this activity. 
 

2. Set a timer for 60 seconds. Once the timer starts, close your eyes and listen. 
 

3. Every time you hear a new sound, record a tally on your piece of paper. 
 

4. Hold your clipboard out in front of you. Imagine it is the land around you. Mark where you are on 
the paper and then “map” where you heard each sound on the paper by drawing a symbol of the 
sound (a squiggly line, a circle, an X). Was it to your right and further away, or straight in front of 
you and closer? 
 

5. As you listen, what do you think is making these sounds? Especially try to tell the difference 
between sounds from the wild and those generated by humans. 
 

6. After 60 seconds: How many different sounds did you hear? What direction did the sounds come 
from? Did you notice any patterns? Were there sounds that you recognized? Which ones? 

 

Activity 3: Look Down/Out/Up 

1. This activity is designed to help us get focused on different parts of the ecosystem around us. 
 

2. Divide the paper you are using into three sections. Label each section: Down, Out, and Up. 
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For 60 seconds: 

LOOK DOWN: What do you notice on the ground? Write down what you see. Pick one thing and 
draw it. As you’re doing so, write down observations. What caught your eye about the item? Why 
did you pick it? Continue observing until the minute is up. 
 
LOOK OUT: What do you notice about what’s right in front of you? Write down what you see. Then, 
pick one specific thing – either a plant, bug, or animal – and observe it. What is it doing? Can you 
guess why it’s there? If it’s a plant, what traits (adaptations) does it have to survive there? 
Continue observing until the minute is up. 
 
LOOK UP: What do you notice about what is right above you? Is it treetops or sky? Are there any 
birds flying by? Think about the weather and clouds. How might the weather affect what’s 
happening on the ground? 
 

3. What was the thing that interested you the most and why? Which area (Down, Out, UP) had the 
most to look at and why? Why did we divide up our observation like this?  

 

Activity 4: I Notice/I Wonder/It Reminds me of 

1. This activity will help us practice our observation skills by studying one object. 
 

2. Pick up one single item that you will be observing for this activity (Leaf, stick, stone, shell, etc.) 
 

3. Set a timer for 60 seconds. Once the timer starts, ask yourself one of the questions below about 
your object. Repeat for each question. 
 

4. What do you notice about your object? Try to notice as many things about your object as possible. 
Look at it from different angles, look at close up and at arm’s length, notice how it feels or if it 
smells. Are there any distinguishing features that drew you to it? This would be a great time to 
draw it, and label your observations. 
 

5. What do you wonder about your object? What would you want to know more about? Try to fill up 
the whole minute with I wonder statements. 
 

6. What does your object remind you of? It can remind you of something you have seen before, 
something you have read about or seen in a movie. It can remind you of something from your life 
or of a memory. 
 

7. Record your answers or share them with a friend. 

 

Talk About Your Learning 
How is this area similar to where you have explored before, and how is it different? 

Was there anything you saw today you hadn’t seen before? 

What was your favorite part of this exploration? 

What did you notice about human impact on these ecosystems? More or less than you expected? 

What was one thing you saw that surprised you? Why? 

 

Additional Resources 
Mass Audubon: Common Bird Species in Massachusetts , Reptiles and Amphibians of Massachusetts 

https://www.massaudubon.org/learn/nature-wildlife/birds
https://www.massaudubon.org/learn/nature-wildlife/reptiles-amphibians
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Mass Audubon: Vernal Pools, Hop to It, Water, Water, Everywhere! 

Guidelines from Earthwise: Exploring Wetlands Habitat 

BEETLES: I notice/I wonder/It reminds me of 

New England Aquarium: Fun Activities for Kids 

  

https://www.massaudubon.org/learn/nature-wildlife/reptiles-amphibians/vernal-pools
https://www.massaudubon.org/get-outdoors/young-explorers/activity-sheets/hop-to-it-activity-page
https://www.massaudubon.org/get-outdoors/young-explorers/activity-sheets/water-water-everywhere-activity-page
https://www.earthwiseaware.org/etiquette/species-habitats-focused-etiquettes/the-wetlands-rules/
https://youtu.be/ekBP9bsc3KM
https://youtu.be/ekBP9bsc3KM
https://www.neaq.org/learn/for-families-teens/fun-activities-with-kids/
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Answer Key 

 
 American 

Robin 
Beaver Chew Tracks in Mud 

(Raccoon) 
Cattail 

Scat Bullfrog Beaver Lodge Painted 
Turtle 

Northern 
Watersnake 

Tadpoles Dragonfly Fern 

Duck 
(Mallard) 

Tree Flowers 
(Red Maple) 

Dragonfly 
Nymph 

Red-winged 
Blackbird 

Poison Ivy 
Vine 

Skunk 
Cabbage 

Owl Pellet Great Blue 
Heron 


