
 
                          

Sycamore Land Trust Environmental Education Program 

Offerings Palette 

 

The Sycamore Land Trust program offers a multitude of exposures to the natural world. Students 

and teachers alike have provided positive reviews of the lessons we offer. The strength of the 

program utilizes basic subject or activity areas and is able to individually tailor these to the 

specific teacher if needed. Thus, we have basic components which we can run as you see below 

or make modifications as needed to customize the lesson to the situation. 

 

Water Studies  
 

Level One (elementary grades) 

“A Creek’s World”   - we use a creek nearby or can travel to one if needed. 

Length of time is flexible once we reach the site. 45 + minutes is the norm. 

Activities:  

 Streambed rocks and fossils are inspected and a little geology is presented. 

 Creek dwelling creatures are discovered in the water and under rocks. Basic identification 

and physiology, creature needs and habits. 

 Water quality – a few tests on the water, like pH, hardness, oxygen content. What those 

tests tell us. 

 Free explore time along the banks and adjacent land. 

 

“Riverwatch Program” – using official Riverwatch testing kits and methods, a trained 

professional from our staff will guide your students through investigations of water quality in a 

setting of your choice. This may be a flowing stream or a pond or lake. A worksheet is provided 

and data is also entered into the state data collection program.   

 

“The Wetland”  -an appropriate location is selected. Sycamore’s Beanblossom Bottoms offers a 

very fine site if a bus trip is an option. Here we can study many wetland features and the life 

there. Components are: 

 Birds of different types, including eagles. (We have binoculars). 

 Geographic features (oxbows, meanders, hummocks, ditches, etc). 

 Succession, tree and plant types and some identification. Some water studies can also be 

done and hand lenses are used. 

 

“The Pond”  - several schools have a pond close by. 

We have collection bottles and nets to collect pond life. Use guidebooks to identify. We may also 

test dissolved oxygen and pH. Talk about the food web, eutrophication, and invasive species. 

 

 

 



 
Level Two  (middle school and high school) 

On the above topics more detail and depth is presented and may reinforce science, math, and 

writing skills. Qualitative and quantitative work can fit subject and grade level to maximize 

learning. Often a front-loaded presentation by Sycamore staff in the classroom prepares students 

for their outdoor day. The teacher may also wish to follow up and evaluate learning and certify 

standards. 

  

Level Three (advanced) 

The topics can be developed as a project with prior research done by students, field investigation, 

in-class follow-up analysis, and a report. Students may present their work orally or submit it to 

an outside entity. This type of higher-level work is also valuable in preparing students for further 

education. 

 

Forestry  

 

Level One (elementary up into middle school) 

 

“Woodland Discoveries”  

 A venture into the school woods or one close by. Usually a trail exists. This short trip is mostly 

for appreciation of trees, flora, fauna, and sounds. 

 

“Woodland Discoveries II”   

Here we are doing more tree ID, inspecting bark and leaves and talking about soils, habitats, 

specific species, woodland products, sustainability, and long term conservation. 

 

“Woodsy Crafts”  

Usually this involves collecting leaves, nuts, berries, buds and twigs. 

We then cut, glue, paste, laminate, label. May be on cardstock or poster board, or laminated clear 

sheets which can then be displayed in classrooms or in the hallway. 

 

“Tree Cookies” 

We bring in various tree cookies for students to investigate. We like to do this outside on picnic 

tables, or at the nearby park tables. We can have them see the rings, count, find spacing, and 

compare. This is a good place to use a ruler and even millimeters if they have studied that.  An 

extension of the activity is provided as we then bring little tree cookies for each child to drill a 

hole, string it with yarn and take home to parents. 

 

“Decomposition of a Log” 

In the woods we find old logs and let the students explore for insects, amphibians, and reptiles. 

We have lenses and viewers, rulers, collection containers, guides. 

 

 



 
Level Two (high school) 

“Forestry Techniques” 

Practical forestry measurements, identification, and research potential. Covers diameter, radius, 

circumference, basal area, volume, board-feet, and heights.  

 Option 2 – trip to Morgan-Monroe State Forest to be involved with the carbon cycle 

research.  

 Option 3 – wood products mill tour. 

 

Soils  
Level One (elementary) 

 

“Squirmy Wormy” 

Outside the school, take hand trowels and trays. Dig up some soil and look for any living 

organisms. Classify, identify, and count them. 

 

“Soil Comparison” 

Take soil samples from different locations. Compare color, texture, structure. Identify as per part 

of the soil triangle. 

 

“Old Tree, New Soil!” 

Find an old decomposing log as it is now turning to soil. Squeeze it, feel it, look for new life 

coming from it. 

 

Level Two 

 

“More than Meets the Eye” 

Comparisons of soils, with more detail on classification. Also includes values of soils, erosion 

potentials, limitations. 

 

“Erosion Potentials and Worries!” 

Locating rills, gullies, rock, and sediment displacement. Measuring with tape to find spans, 

lengths. Estimating volumes. Determining slope by level rods.  Classify land use compatibility. 

Discuss impact on landscapes and adjacent landowners.  Relate to water quality, deposition, and 

transport to the Gulf of Mexico. 

 

Rocks and Fossils  

Approach One- bringing selected specimens to the classroom and classifying, identifying.  

Discuss ancient life, geologic history. May use maps and PowerPoint presentation. 

 

Approach Two – at a nearby creek, bluff, or ravine, explore what you can find. Collect, identify.  

May use books to identify fossils, make measurements.  If a bluff is exposed, measure height, 

strata thickness, rock type. 



 
 

“Classifying by the Acid Test” 

We go to a site where there is limestone exposed (or a quarry for added fun)… collect some 

samples and use weak acid (or vinegar) to see the “fizz test” for carbonates.  Use some chemical 

symbols here for the students. Bring along some shale and sandstone to repeat the test (no fizz 

will happen).  Discuss terms sedimentary, metamorphic, and igneous.  Talk about man’s uses of 

rocks.  If ambitious, have the students measure a quarry block and calculate its volume and then 

weight!  Do this by ratio, as you will have a scales onto which you put a small sample, find its 

mass, use a graduated cylinder for volume, then ratio the small to the huge block to estimate 

weight.  Good practice for grams, kilograms, etc., as well. 

 

“The Cast” 

Fossils are often casts.  Here we replicate a “fossil print”. Take a 1 ft.x1 ft. 

wooden frame (.75 in thick). Student teams of 4 find a little area on school grounds with some 

sticks, leaves, little fossil rocks-whatever is there. Lay frame on top of that area. Have students 

make their own plaster in a tub, and then pour it into their frame.  Go off and do another activity 

for awhile, then come back and lift up frame (hopefully all stays intact). Bring back to room for 

full curing. Next day remove frame, or even just keep it on; turn over and see the prints. 

Display these on racks or even table in the hallway for everyone to see their “fossil prints”. 

 

All That Fly-Birds, Bats and Other Friends 

Use school yard, field, woods, or nature preserve to look for, identify, 

match calls, find nests, droppings, etc.  Great if two or more habitat types are available to 

compare.  Look for shagbark hickories for bat sites. 

 

“Scratch for Worms” 

Given 1 minute, can you, the robin, find your food? 

 

“Mr. Grasshopper” 

Can you find me? Where am I hiding? Or maybe you’ll find my cousins the leafhopper or 

cicada….. 

 

“The Butterfly Flutters By…” 

In the school yard, chase butterflies (no need to net them at this point). 

We have the students run alongside, timing them on a stopwatch and measuring how long it 

takes to go some set distance. Do the division to get the speed of the butterfly (and student). 

More advanced- define a vector and have the students take a compass bearing. 

 

“Me the Bee” 

Students buzz around, running here and there to their nearest pollen source.  Also, look for bees 

and identify the type. Have a picture book of wasps, hornets, yellow jackets, and carpenter bees, 

etc. Great asset if you have a school prairie. 



 
 

Caves, Sinkholes, and Bluffs 

 

Obviously this requires a trip unless one is very lucky!  But several schools do indeed have one 

of these features. 

Activities depend on the resource, size, and character. We can do these: 

 Measure sizes and depths. 

 Measure cubic volume. 

 Triangulate across the feature. 

 Measure fine detail, sediment sizes. 

 Look for holes and habitats within. 

 Determine side slopes, drops. 

 Construct a scale model of the feature. 

 

 

Other Activities 
 

“Fox and Rabbit Chases” – illustrates predator/prey, uses timing. Many variations. 

 

“The Shrinking Square” - laying out squares with tapes and flags. Measure square feet. All 

students stand inside.  Divide area by number students to get space available per person.  Then 

repeat twice, each time cutting side lengths by half.  Recalculate. Discuss population density, 

carrying capacity, habitat loss, human pressures, social and psychological impacts. 

 

“Compass and Clinometer” 

We show how to use the compass in the field (teacher needs to introduce compass, directions, 

etc. prior to this). 

We run a course and if the teams do it successfully, they run one more bearing to a hidden prize.  

Tree heights can be figured by a clinometer. Shows angles, triangulation, use of a professional 

instrument, tangent function, etc. 

We also have a kit that teams can build their own simple clinometer. 

 

“Blind Leading the Blind” 

Well, not quite, but in your natural area outside, one blindfolded student leads another and the 

senses of touch and smell are investigated. Can also have the student hypothesize what they’re 

touching.  Great activity in a woods and even neater on a slope. 

 

“Gator Trap” 

A log walk. Two logs are layed out with a 1 foot gap. Students walk the log and hope they don’t 

fall off in the gator swamp. Variation-teams draw on some poster paper any kind of “death trap” 

they wish. (have colored crayons available). We’ve had volcano cauldrons, bears, cliffs, etc. 

drawn before (imagination is great.)  Can talk about same true facts, like bears’ sizes, speeds, 



 
sulfurous fumes from a volcano, how far you’d fall off a cliff…etc.  Prizes for all that survive the 

traps! 

 

Other games and activities are in some of our books and packets. Many other EE activities and 

books are available at Amazon, etc. 

 

Integrated Lessons 

On many field trips we weave several of all these activities together into a complete field 

experience with several topics and standards being met. We may have some pond study, forestry, 

and habitats all on the agenda that day. On these days we also bring in extra help. We can rotate 

stations on set timing.  We also have a few outside resource professionals especially versed in 

some of these topics. 

 

In many cases teachers like to brainstorm activities with us. This leads to new ideas and really 

involves them as team participants. 

 

 

For more information about any of these offerings, please contact Carroll Ritter 

(carroll@sycamorelandtrust.org) or Mary Weeks (mary@sycamorelandtrust.org).  
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