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Life in a Wicked Big Puddle 
Incorporating our local vernal pool into middle school 

science/math teaching at the Francis W Parker Charter School 
 



The pool: fall and spring 



Students journaling in the fall and 
sampling in the spring 



Unit Essential Question: 
Why live in a wicked big puddle? 
  
Goals: 
 To understand some of the physical factors that impact 

life in a vernal pool. 
 To understand how these factors may change over time 
 To make detailed observations of two organisms found 

in the pool  
 To make inferences based on observations and 

research as to how these organisms are connected in 
the food web. 

 To make predictions as to how a change in the physical 
state of the pool might impact the food web 



Flow of unit 
• Field trips- one of fall and at least 3 in spring incorporating 

journaling and collecting samples 
• Watch slide show from Vernal Pool Association  
• Closer examination of samples back in the       
     classroom 
•  Developing food webs  
• Looking at physical data of pool and past photos 
• Math: introduction to bivariate graphing using temperature, 

depth, diameter and rainfall data 
• Predicting this year’s state of the pool based on data and 

observations 
 



Some quiet (almost) journaling 



Looking at the critters 

• In class bucket labs 
• Slide show from Vernal Pool Association  
• First sampling trip- three net sweep  and 

recording different types of organisms 
• Potential math lesson on probability 
• Second sampling trip- use three net sweep 

then pick organisms to bring back to 
classroom. Longer hunt for critters if time 
allows 
 



Equipment for a sampling trip 



Hunting for critters 



Closer examination of organisms 
back in the classroom 

• Draw one organism in detail by eye 
using field guides to identify and 
label 





• Use microscopes to draw second 
enlarged view 

 





• Choose second organism from a 
different phyla and draw either from 
specimen or from field guides or 
pictures 
 





Who eats who? 
• Using cards of different vernal pool organisms 

students build food webs, spreading out 
across the whole table, everyone participating 
in placing the cards…….. 





Who eats who? continued…. 

• In the process students build an 
understanding of the predator –prey 
relationships between different vernal pool 
organisms. They also see how complex the 
food web can get. 

• Then, in groups, students develop food webs 
with their chosen organisms 

• Portfolio assessment based on observational 
drawings and understanding of food web 
 



Follow up opportunities for 
research, discussion and writing 

 • How does the pool’s changing physical state 
impact life of organisms? 

• What are the different types of life cycles?  
• How do  organisms adapt to changing pool 

environment? 
•  How is the food web impacted by changing 

environment? 
• How might the changing climate impact life in 

a wicked big puddle? 



Let’s not forget math……… 



Using the pool data to do bivariate graphing 









Some students learned to graph 
bivariate data using Excel…….. 







After school vernal pool group 



Winter visits 



More ambitious projects: 
 mapping the pool 



Sampling and documenting presence 
of critters throughout the year 
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