
 

 

 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wetlands Activities 
  

Created Wetlands 
Grade Level    5-8 

Time 1 1/2 - 2 Hours 

Topics    

- Wetlands 

- Water sheds 

- Stormwater & runoff 

- Excess Nutrients in water 

- Best Management Practices 

 

Best taught once students have a basic 

understanding of a wetland. 

 

Curriculum covered 

- 6.E.2.4 

- 6.L2.2 

- 7.E.1.6 

- 8.P.2.1 

- 8.E.1 

- 8.L.3.2 

 

 

Student Objectives 
At the end of the lesson students will understand 

- What a wetland is and how it acts as a filter for storm 

water. 

- Potential effects of storm water runoff on rivers and 

streams. 

- The benefits of creating a wetland. 

 

Activity Overview: 

Included in this lesson plan are 6 activities and teaching 

techniques that can be completed in your classroom, an 

outdoor location or at our created wetlands at East 

Carolina University (ECU) or Edgecombe County 

Community College (ECCC). 

 

Students learn in different ways and at different rates. 

These activities are designed to accommodate a wide 

range of learning styles and to cater to the students’ 

process of learning new information.  

 

This lesson plan is also structured to be more interactive 

and less of a teacher lead lecture. The progression of 

these activities is designed to first peak students’ interest 

and curiosity, introduce information, and then allow 

students to apply knowledge and reflect on what they 

learned.  

 

 

Special Considerations 

Students may get wet and muddy  

in the wetlands. Use Caution. 

Materials:  

- Materials for these activities are only suggestions, and many of the items can be found by 

searching in your own home or classroom, or many of these supplies are inexpensive and can be 

purchased at a dollar store. 

- Once you’ve gathered supplies you can store the supplies in a plastic tub or bin, so they’ll be 

ready for your next Wetlands lesson. 
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Lesson Overview 
 Activities: Many of these activities can be run in your own classroom or in the created wetland at 

Edgecombe Community College.  Refer to the factsheet section for more specifics about visiting the 

Sound Rivers created wetland at ECU or ECCC. 

1.  Create A Watershed: Students construct a watershed from foil and predict where water will 

travel in a rain storm. 

2.  Pollutant Brain Storm Drawing/Writing Activity: Students work in groups for this guided 

brainstorm to list pollutants that can be carried into lakes and rivers. 

3. Walk & Talk: This structured discussion method includes directions as well as suggested 

questions to foster student discussion. 

4. Wetlands Exploration: Students explore the wetland and make observations about soil, water 

and plants in the wetland. 

5. Algae and Aquatic Plants Game: Students will act as aquatic plants gathering resources for this 

role playing game. Students will determine that too many nutrients can offset the balance in an 

ecosystem. 

6. Wetland Metaphors: Students will relate functions of wetlands to everyday, household items. 

 

 Fact Sheets: Include additional information for teachers about the following topics: 

- What is a Wetlands 

- Importance of Wetlands 

-  Storm water 

-  Best management practices 

-  Site specific details 

 

 Student Handouts: Handouts to give students that describe how created wetlands filter and purify 

water from nearby parking lots and other paved surfaces. 

 

 Resources: includes a list of links to additional resources about wetlands and best management 

practices as well as other sources of potential activities. 
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What is a wetland?  
Wetlands are often a transition zone between land and water. Wetlands are regularly saturated by 

surface water or ground water. 

 

Wetlands, have special soil, plants adapted to an aquatic environment and water 

is present at least part of the year. 

 Soil- wetlands have hydric soil, which is saturated with water 

 Plants- wetlands have plants that can survive in a wet environment 

 Water- water is present and often lingers in a wetland 

 

Why are wetlands important?  

 Wetlands are an important habitat, providing food, water and shelter for many plant and 

animal species. 

 Wetlands hold and store water, which reduces the negative effects from storm surges. 

Wetlands also help stabilize shorelines, for every mile of vegetation, storm surge is reduced by 

1 foot 

 Wetlands help improve water quality by trapping sediments and pollutants. Wetlands also filter 

excess nutrients and chemicals from water. 
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Create A Watershed 
This is a good introductory activity to get kids to think about where water goes when it rains.  

 

Time: 20-25 minutes 

 

Goals: 

- Students will create a model of a watershed out of aluminum foil. 

- Students will identify mountains, streams and wetlands on their model. 

- Students will predict where water from a storm will travel and where pollution will be carried 

on their model. 

 

Materials: 

- Aluminum foil 

- Spray bottle 

- Kool-Aide mix 

- Objects from around the classroom, that can be used as a base for the student’s foil landscape. 

Natural objects like rocks and sand can also be used. 

 

Procedure: 

- Break the students into groups and then give each group a sheet of aluminum foil. Use natural 

materials or things you find around the classroom, as a base and have students shape their foil 

around these objects to create a landscape. They should have at least one flat area and at least 

one elevated area that will represent a mountain. 

- Sprinkle some Kool-Aide mix onto the foil to represent pollution. 

- Have students predict where the water will travel then use a spray bottle filled with water and 

let the students spray water on their foil  

 

Potential Discussion Questions: 

- Which parts of your predictions were correct? 

- What can the Kool-Aid represent?  

- Which parts of your model would represent mountains, which parts would represent lakes? 
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Pollutant Brain Storm  

Drawing/Writing Activity 
Time: 5-10 minutes 

Goals: 

- Students will work in small groups to brainstorm pollutants that can be carried into lakes and streams.  

- Students will conclude that materials from humans and animals from developed areas and farms can be 

carried to the river. 

Materials: 

- Pen & paper for each group 

- Clipboards are helpful if doing this activity outside, but not necessary 

Procedure: 

- Break students into groups and assign each group a different land area.  Have students brainstorm as 

many pollutants as they can think of that might be carried from that area into the rivers and streams. 

Students can write or draw their list to keep track of their brainstorm. 

- Here’s a list of potential areas to assign each group 

o Farm (can be a specific like a hog farm or corn field or you can just say farm in general and let 

the students decide what that would include) 

o School’s Parking Lot 

o Construction Site  

o A landscaped yard in their neighborhood 

o Things people could dump directly into storm drains and rivers 

- Regroup and address the class as a whole. Have students share 1-2 things from each area that they think 

can have the biggest negative impact on the environment.  

Discussion: 

- This activity can lead to a discussion about what kind of pollution can wind up in river and streams. 

- Ask students what can be done to help filter water carrying pollutants.  

- Ask if there’s something that occurs naturally that can help filter pollutants and excess nutrients from 

the water. 

- Guide the discussion and introduce the idea that ecological areas can act as natural filters.  This is a good 

time to introduce the idea that people design solutions to treat storm water runoff, like wetlands and 

rain gardens, which mimic natural areas and act as filters. 
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Walk & Talk 
 

Time: 5 min (can be longer or shorter depending on the questions you ask and how much time you give students 

to think about a topic) 

Goals: This structured discussion method, will allow students to think about issues related to water quality and 

wetlands and provide time to discuss these topics with a partner.  

 

Materials: none 

 

Background: 

- Walk and Talks are a method often used by environmental educators to give students time to really 

think about a topic and discuss it with a partner. Walk and Talks help students explore a topic in a 

smaller group setting, which feels safer for some students then a bigger group discussion.This is a great 

activity to use as a transition between activities or while switching between locations. 

Procedure: 

- Divide the students into two lines. The first student in each line will become partners; the second 

student in each line will become partners, and so forth down the line. This forces students to talk to 

students they might not usually interact with, and is more inclusive then asking students to find their 

own partner. 

- Ask students an open ended question and then give them a set amount of time to answer the question 

or ask the question and have the students discuss as you continue walking. 

- Reconvene as a group and hear answers to the question and clarify any confusion before moving on to 

the next activity. 

- This method can be used multiple times throughout the lesson.  

Potential Prompts 

- If you were an animal, why would you choose to live in a wetland? 

- What are things that plants and animals need to survive? 

- Are too many nutrients good or bad for an ecosystem? 

-  What are some reasons why people would choose to build a wetland? 

- What do you notice about this wetland? 

- How can you tell if you’re in a wetland? 
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Wetlands Exploration 
Time: 25-30 minutes 

 

Materials:  

- bucket and rope to collect water sample from the wetland 

- Print Team handout sheets for students, (team soil, team water, team plants) 

- Clipboards and pencils for students to record data 

- Rulers 

- Small trowel 

- pH test strips 

 

Goals: 

- Students will work in small groups to explore and make observations about the wetland. 

 

Procedure:   

- Break the students into three groups. 

- Tell the students they will be practicing making observations and they will be recording their 

observations on a worksheet. Each team will be observing one of three characteristics that 

define a wetland. Wetlands have special plants, saturated soil, and water present at least part 

of the year. Teams will examine wetland plants, wetland soil, and make observations about 

water levels in the wetland. 

- In their teams students will look at either plants, evidence of water, or soil to determine where 

the wetlands ends. 

- This is a great opportunity for students to use equipment they are familiar with from their in 

class labs to take water samples and measure water quality. Bring equipment from the class 

room to measure, temperature, pH, bacteria and other indicators of water quality. 
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Algae and Aquatic Plant Game 
Time: 10-15 minutes 

 

Goals: 

 Students will play a role playing game and act as aquatic plants gathering resources. 

 Students will be reminded that plants need nutrients, water, and sunlight to survive. 

 Students will understand that stormwater can carry excess nutrients from soil and fertilizers. 

 

Materials & Prep: 

 Cut three colors of construction paper into small squares. Cut 3-5 pieces of each color per student. So if 

you have 20 students, you’ll have three different colored piles with 100 pieces in each pile. 

 NOTE: poker chips also work well for this and can usually be purchased for about $10. 

 You need an open area to play this game. Go outside or move desks aside so there’s space for the kids 

to move around. 

 

Procedure: 

 Intro & 1st round: Begin the game by telling students they are going to play a game where they will 

be aquatic plants. Define the boundaries where you will play the game. Tell students to pick a spot 

and stand there. Remind students that plants are rooted in one spot and can’t move, or run. (This is 

an important reminder). 

o Show the students the three colors of paper and explain that each color represents something 

that a plant needs to survive. One color will represent water, one will represent sunlight and one 

will represent nutrients. Scatter the paper throughout the playing area and tell the students they 

will gather as many resources as they can. You can set a time limit, OR let the students collect 

resources until all the resources have disappeared. 

 Discussion: After the first round of the game, explain to students that they need at least 3 of each 

resource to survive. Most of the students should have survived the first round. 

 2nd Round: Tell the students they will play a second round of the game except this time, there will be 

more competition for resources. Some of the students will represent algae while other students keep 

representing aquatic plants.  

o Select 2-3 students from the group that will be algae. The students that will be algae will be 

allowed to move around during this round. Their goal it to collect as many resources as possible. 

You can say that the students are allowed to move around since algae can float on the surface of 

the water and spread out blocking resources from other plants. 

o Remind the other students that they are still plants rooted in one spot and they can’t move.  

 If you decide to allow it, students can relocate to another spot before the start of the second round. 

 Make Predictions: Have the students predict what might happen next then play a second round of the 

game. During the second round, the algae should collect more resources than the other kids, preventing 

the other kids from collecting the nutrients they would need. 
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Algae and Aquatic Plant Game 
 

 Discussion and Wrap Up:  

o Have the students compare the results to the first round, what was different? Were there 

more or less plants that survived? 

o A good comparison for students it to compare the extra nutrients to eating ice cream. At 

first an unlimited amount of resources or ice cream sounds like a great idea, but as time 

progresses they’d realize that unlimited ice cream would do more harm than good. This 

can also lead to a discussion of the importance of filtering excess nutrients from entering 

waterways what can be used to filter water. 
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Wetland Metaphors 
 

Time: 10-15 minutes 

 

Goals:  

 Students will relate important functions of wetlands to everyday objects.  

 Students will conclude that wetlands act as natural filters and are important ecological features. 

 This activity is a great review at the end of a wetlands lesson. 

 

Materials: (these materials can be found around the house, or purchased. Items can be stored in a 

plastic bin for future use) 

 Sponge 

 Whisk/Sifter 

 Picture of a cradle 

 Coffee filter 

 Strainer 

 Cereal (single serving size works great and can be purchased at the dollar store) 

 Soap 

 Picture of a house 

 Picture of a Hotel 

 

*See reference page for answers for what each item represents* 

 

Procedure: 

 

 Show the students the items and explain that each item represents something that a wetland 

does to help humans and help nature.  

 Ask the students to pick one item and share which aspects of a wetland it could represent. If 

time permits allow for discussion and multiple suggestions for each item. 

 

This is a good closing activity and can also transition into a discussion about best management 

practices, and why people create wetlands, rain gardens and bioretention cells. 
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Fact Sheet 
 

Benefits of Wetlands 

 Wetlands act as natural sponges and help prevent flooding by absorbing and slowly releasing 

flood waters. 

 As runoff water travels through a wetland, the wetland retains excess 

nutrients/pollutants/sediments that can clog waterways. Water is cleaner after flowing through 

a wetland than if it traveled straight from a parking lot or other developed area. 

 Wetlands serve as a habitat for many creatures. More than 1/3 of the US threatened and 

endangered species live in the wetlands. 

 Wetlands help stabilize shorelines, preventing erosion. 

 

Stormwater 

 Stormwater is defined as excess water caused by rain during storms. Stormwater soaks directly 

into the ground, flows off other surfaces or flows directly into storm drains that lead to 

wetlands, lakes and rivers.  

 Development of land increases the volume of storm water not going directly into the ground. 

Developed areas, like parking lots and buildings prevent water from soaking into the ground, 

created wetlands are often placed near developed areas to filter water as it travels to lakes and 

streams.  

 Polluted runoff is the number 1 reason for poor water quality in NC and the Tar-Pamlico River 

basin. 

 Nonpoint sources of pollutants from stormwater runoff includes particles from soil, sediments 

and road salts, vehicle oil and grease, road home and garden products, detergents, fertilizers, 

pet waste. This can lead to an excess of nutrients in lakes and streams which can cause algae 

blooms to flourish. 
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Fact Sheet 

 
Best Management Practices (BMP) & Green Infrastructure 

- Best Management Practices are designed to replicate important functions of naturally occurring 

areas and are used for many reasons including managing and reducing stormwater runoff. 

- Rain gardens and created wetlands are two examples of BMP and they are created to keep 

storm water out of sewer systems and protect and improve water quality 

- Benefits of BMP 

o Helps improve stream health and water quality and stream health downstream 

o Improves habitats for native species 

o Reduces nutrient/sediment input that have occurred due to developed areas 

 

BMP at East Carolina University 

o Built to improve retention and filtration of stormwater discharged from the ECU campus 

into Green Mill Run.  

o Nonpoint source pollution such as excessive sediment and nutrient input in the 

watershed has become a serious problem.  

o A combination of projects treats the stormwater from impervious surfaces on the 

campus. 
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Resources and Student Handouts 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wetland Metaphors Answer Key 
Here’s what each item represents about a wetland: 

- Sponge- Wetlands absorb excess water caused by runoff 

- Whisk/Sifter- Wetlands mix nutrients and oxygen into the water 

- Picture of a Cradle- Wetlands help protect, shelter and feed young wildlife provide a safe 

habitat for young critters 

- Coffee Filter- Wetlands filter excess nutrients & sediments from the water as it passes 

through 

- Strainer- Wetlands filter larger particles that could clog pipes and drains 

- Cereal- Wetlands provide nutrients for plants and animals 

- Soap- Wetlands help clean and purify water 

- Picture of a house- Wetlands are a habitat to plants and animals 

- Picture of a Hotel- Wetlands are a resting place for migrating birds 

 

Considerations for bringing students to the wetland 

- Please remind students to be respectful of the area, this includes being 

mindful not to step on plants. 

- Only walk where the ground looks stable. Much of the area around the 

wetland is muddy and the mud is deeper than it appears. 

- Please contact Matt Butler before planning your visit. He will provide more 

specific information for visiting the wetland. He can be reached at our office 

at 252-946-7211. 
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Pollutants That Can Be Carried From Lakes and Streams 
 

Organic wastes, sediments, minerals, nutrients and chemicals can all find their way into streams and 

rivers in NC. 

 

Nutrients, like phosphorus and nitrogen, support the growth of algae and other plants forming the 

lower levels of the food chain. However, excessive levels of nutrients from sources such as fertilizer can 

cause eutrophication, which is the overgrowth of aquatic vegetation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Organic wastes are 

produced by animals and 

humans. 

- Fecal matter 

- Yard clippings 

- Food water 

- Rubber 

- Plastic 

- Wood 

- Disposable diapers 

Substances from 

farms 

- Insecticides 

- Fungicides 

- Rodenticides 

- Herbicides 

- Crop debris 

Minerals can be 

discharged as a result 

of mining activities 

- Iron 

- Copper 

- Chromium 

- Platinum 

- Nickel 

- Zinc 

- Tin 

Man-made substances  

- Motor oil 

- Antifreeze 

- Paint 

- Pesticides 

- Fuel from gas 

stations & 

airports 
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Additional Activities & Games 
Food Web: Print out pictures of resources and organisms that live in a wetland and have the students pass a ball of 

string around the circle to make connections to resources they would use. Good activity to use to discuss the balance 

of wetlands and the things they provide for living things. 

 

Journal Activity: Have students reflect about their visit to the wetlands during a writing assignment.  

Some prompts 

- What’s something that people can do to protect wetlands? 

- Is an overabundance of nutrients a good thing or a bad thing? 

- Wetlands are ecological areas with water, soil, and plants adapted to this environment. What’s one thing 

you noticed about each of these things during your visit? 

 

 Wetlands Trail At Edgecombe Community College: There is a naturally occurring wetland on the campus. Visit the 

wetlands trail with the students and have them start thinking about the benefits of a wetland. Then you can bring 

them to the created wetland, and they can compare the natural wetland with the manmade one. 

 

View Macroinvertabrates:  Macroinvertabrates and other critters indicate water quality. Students can use nets to 

collect these insects and uses guides to identify them. Creek Freaks, also offers detailed instructions for hands on 

activities and includes a dice game with macroinvertabrates, where students use id guides to calculate the health of 

an imaginary stream, which could be a great addition to catching and viewing these critters. Directions for this 

activity and other curriculum can be found on the library section of the Creek Freaks website. 

Additional Resources 
 

- Landscaping for Water Quality: http://soundrivers.org/landscaping-for-clean-water/ 

- EPA’s site- Why are Wetlands Important http://www.epa.gov/wetlands/why-are-wetlands-important 

- Importance of Created Wetlands http://www.epa.gov/wetlands/constructed-wetlands 

- Links presentations from NC Coastal Training program workshops 

http://www.nccoastaltraining.net/web/ctp/past-workshops 

- Wetlands trail at Edgecombe Community College http://www.edgecombe.edu/resources/sustainability/wetlands-trail 

 

Project Wet and Creek Freaks programs are both free programs for educators which include training 

sessions and hands-on activities.  

 

 

 

 

http://soundrivers.org/landscaping-for-clean-water/
http://www.epa.gov/wetlands/why-are-wetlands-important
http://www.epa.gov/wetlands/constructed-wetlands
http://www.nccoastaltraining.net/web/ctp/past-workshops
http://www.edgecombe.edu/resources/sustainability/wetlands-trail
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      We Want To Hear From You    

Did you use our program?  

Give us some feedback, so we can improve our program for future groups. 

Did you visit our created wetlands? Yes/No 

Did these activities help your students learn more about created wetlands? Yes/No 

Which activities did you use?____________________________________________ 

Biggest Challenges? __________________________________________________ 

Would you change anything about your visit? __________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Please mail to PO Box 1854 Washington NC 27889 

Or e-mail responses to info@sounrivers.org 

 

 

mailto:info@sounrivers.org

