
Optional Exercise: Looking at Animal Life in Vernal Pools 

 

Objectives:  

 

 To obtain an overview of the variety of animal life that can be found in vernal pools.  

 

 To learn to look at aquatic animals and to obtain an understanding of how they move, 

feed, and otherwise carry out their lives. 

 

 To get a sense of how the distributions of aquatic animals in a vernal pool vary spatially 

and temporally. 

 

 To learn about sampling and how the results obtained in a study can vary with the 

number and location of samples taken. 

 

Timing:  

 

This exercise may be carried out in early spring, soon after pools fill with water from snowmelt 

and spring rains, and it may also be conducted at intervals through the spring up to the end of the 

school year, if the pool remains flooded. Comparable studies may be carried out in fall and 

winter – essentially at any time when the pool contains water. 

 

Protocol: 

 

Students are divided into teams. If the group is small, each student may collect his or her own 

sample. 

 

Each team collects a sample from the pool, using a dip net or a sieve to sweep through the water 

or through a very thin layer of the bottom debris. 

 

The sample is rinsed thoroughly through the net or sieve as necessary to remove fine debris, and 

the sample is then put into a white pan or tray containing at least an inch of water. 

 

The team looks at the sample in the water to identify different kinds of animals, and removes the 

animals to jars or egg cartons containing water. Each jar or egg-cup will hold a different kind of 

animal. 

 

Each kind of animal is given a descriptive name. It is then described – by drawing a picture, by 

additional descriptive words, or by its common or scientific name if you want the students to 

learn the “official” names of the different kinds of animals (I suggest you save this for later and 

focus now on having the students just look closely at the animals). Include information on size, 

color, movement, number of appendages, and other distinguishing features. 

 

Numbers of each kind of animal are counted (or estimated if there are huge numbers). 

 

After sorting and counting, each student should take one animal to look at in detail. This may 

involve using bug boxes, microscopes, or other magnification aids, or it may just involve 

watching the animal directly. Students should learn as much as they can about the animal by 

looking at it, and they should try to answer the following questions: 

 



How does it move in the water? 

How does it obtain oxygen? 

What does it eat, and how does it obtain its food? 

How does it protect itself from being eaten by predators? 

Is it an adult or a juvenile?  

How does it grow? 

How does it survive pool drying? 

 

How much can you realistically learn about an animal by observing its behavior in the 

water, and by looking at its anatomy? 

 

Analysis: 

 

Data analysis will vary depending on the age of the students, the number of samples collected, 

and the level of detail in the descriptions of the animals and their characteristics. 

 

Some kinds of analysis may include the following. 

 

 Reconcile the different names teams chose for animals to create a single, universal set of 

names that will allow comparisons of teams’ results 

 

 Compare the kinds of animals found by the different teams. How similar are they? 

 

 How does the total number of kinds of animals found change as you add more samples? 

 

 Compare the numbers of individuals of the different kinds of animals found by different 

teams. (This comparison lends itself nicely to graphing – pie charts or bar graphs both 

work well.) How much variation is there from one sample to another? You can calculate 

averages and deviations from the average, as appropriate to your students’ skill level. 

 

 Do certain animals occur throughout the pool? Are others more patchily distributed (that 

is, found in some locations but not others)? 

 

 How do the numbers of animals that filter-feed in the water column or that ingest mud 

and other sediment in the pond bottom compare with numbers of animals that eat algae or 

shred leaves? How do the numbers of predators compare with the numbers of filter-

feeders, grazers, shredders? 

 

 How do the animals found in the bottom samples compare with those in the water 

column, in terms of kinds of animals, numbers of individuals, and life-style 

characteristics? 

 

 If samples are collected on more than one date, how do the kinds and numbers of 

animals, the life stages (adults, juveniles), and the ways that the sampled animals move 

and feed, differ over time? 

 

 

 

 

 



Pool Name ______________________________ Sampling date and time: _________________ 
 

Research Team Members: ________________________________________________________  
 

Location and Habitat (e.g., water, bottom, algae mat): __________________________________  

 
 

Animal (name, code) 

 

 

Description (e.g., size, 

shape, color, # of 

appendages, picture, 

movement) 

 

     

Number in sample 

           

How does it Move in 

water? 

 

           

How does it get Food? 

 

           

How does it obtain 

Oxygen? 

 

           

How does it obtain 

Protection from 

predators? 

           

Is it an Adult or a 

Juvenile? 

 

           

How does it Grow? 

 

           

How does it survive 

Pool Drying? 

 

           

 


