Marsh Metaphors

	Grade Level

1-12

Subject Areas

Environmental and Earth Science

Skills

Analysis, interpretation, creative thinking and problem solving

Duration

30-40 minutes

Group Size
Class divided into groups of 4 or 5

Setting

Classroom

Vocabulary

Erosion, groundwater, habitat, metaphor, migratory, nutrients, organic, water quality, wetlands

New Jersey CCCS

Science 5.12.4, 2, 1

Science 5.10.14

Social Studies 6.9.3, 2

Language Arts 3.1.8
	Objectives

After completing this activity, students will:

· describe characteristics of wetlands.

· understand the importance of wetlands to wildlife and humans.

· understand the consequences of wetland losses.
Background

In the past, wetlands such as the Hamilton-Trenton Marsh were largely viewed as wastelands, full of mosquitoes and of little value to humans.  Consequently, millions of acres of wetlands across the U.S. were filled, dyked, drained or paved.  Fortunately, we are now starting to recognize the numerous benefits that wetlands offer humans, and we are taking steps to protect these precious natural resources.

Perhaps one of the most obvious values of wetlands is that they provide food and habitats for countless creatures.  Many of our rare or endangered plant or animal species make their homes in wetlands.  Others, including hundreds of bird species, rely on wetlands as resting and “refueling” areas during their seasonal migrations.  Wetland areas also offer a relatively sheltered environment that serves as a nursery or spawning ground for the majority of our commercially and recreationally important fish and shellfish.  The value of wetlands as wildlife habitat also leads to economic value for humans.  Millions of people spend billions of dollars each year for recreational activities including fishing, hunting and bird watching.

Wetlands have a unique capacity for absorbing, storing, filtering and otherwise improving water quality.  They can help avert flooding by absorbing excess runoff water, then releasing it slowly into streams and groundwater supplies.  In times of drought, wetlands provide a reservoir of water.  Wetlands act as extremely effective natural filtering systems by trapping excess nutrients from sewage and fertilizers and allowing sediment to settle.  Amazingly, some wetland plants can actually extract toxic substances, including heavy metals like lead and mercury, from water.  




Materials
· Marsh Metaphor Bag (a large pillowcase, bag, or box) that has an opening just large enough for students to reach into without seeing the objects inside

· Sponge

· Baby bottle

· Cat litter

· Strainer

· Paper coffee filter

· Antacid

· Rice

· Soap

· Picture of a house on a 3”x 5” card

· Picture of a motel on a 3”x 5” card (or a small pillow)

· Sneaker or toy canoe

· Paintbrush

· Marsh Metaphors List (included at the end of this activity)

Procedure

Warm Up

Provide the class with background information on wetlands, including the Hamilton-Trenton Marsh.  You may choose to introduce wetlands through posters, demonstrations, pictures, stories, etc.  “Fabulous Wetlands”, a Bill Nye video, provides an entertaining introduction to wetlands.  Ask students how they feel about wetlands.  Do they think wetlands are good?  Bad?   Important?  Make a list of wetland “pros” and “cons” on the board.

Part 1

1. Tell the students that they are going to use metaphors for wetlands functions to expand their “pros” list.  Explain that a metaphor uses one thing to represent another.  Examples could include “Earth is a spaceship” or “books are windows on the world” or “the hurricane was a raging beast”.  Ask the students to come up with other metaphors.  Then tell them that the objects in the “Marsh Metaphor Bag” are common household objects which are symbols of wetland benefits.

2. Divide the class into groups of four or five.  Ask one person from each group to choose an object from the “Marsh Metaphor Bag” and take it back to her group.  Each group must figure out how the object represents what a wetland is or does.  All the objects have some connection with wetlands!

3. Allow each group time to discuss their ideas among themselves, then let each group report back to the class.  See the Marsh Metaphors List for possible answers, though students may come up with different metaphors.

4. Discuss each idea as students report back to the class, and expand the “pros” list on the board.  At the end of the activity, ask students if their attitudes toward and understanding of wetlands have changed.

Part 2

1. Keep students in their groups, and tell them they must listen very carefully

2. Read items from the Marsh Facts column of the Marsh Metaphors List.

3. After each item, ask students to raise their hands if they can identify the object from the “Marsh Metaphor Bag” which best matches with this marsh fact.

4. If you like, you may keep score so that the group with the most correct answers wins.

Activity Adaptation

Assemble your “Marsh Metaphors Bag” as before, but this time you will add the “Metaphoric Functions” listed on the table.  You could put them in merely as scraps of paper, or you could laminate them or mount them on index cards.  Let each student choose from the bag, so that each student has either an object or a function.  Note:  you may need to adjust the contents of the bag for your class size.  Now, tell the students that without talking they should move around the room and try to match the object metaphors with their functions.

Extensions

Challenge students to create a bumper sticker, poster or commercial to educate people about the value of wetlands and why we should protect them.  Or the students could create a “Wetlands Benefits” brochure, with different groups responsible for different pages.  The brochure/commercial could be used to teach younger students.

Assessment

Ask students to summarize the value of wetlands such as the Hamilton-Trenton Marsh to people and wildlife.  They could perhaps do this in the form of a persuasive “letter to the editor”.

Credits

This activity was adapted from:

1. “Wetland Metaphors” in Aquatic Project WILD, Western Regional Environmental Education Council, 1992.
2. “Marsh Metaphors” in Wetland Activities for the Delaware Estuary, Delaware Department of Natural Resources and PSE&G, 1997.
Marsh Metaphors List

	Object
	Metaphoric Function
	Marsh Fact

	Sponge
	Absorbs excess water caused by runoff
	Development on wetlands on rivers results in increased flooding downstream

	Pillow or picture of a motel
	A resting place for migratory birds
	More than 100 species of migratory birds use Delaware Bay wetlands to rest and refuel along their journeys

	Baby bottle
	Provides a “nursery” where young animals can find shelter and food
	More than 80% of the fish and shellfish most important for humans need wetlands to successfully reproduce and nurture their “small fry”

	Cat litter
	Absorbs pollutants
	Some sewage treatment plants are using wetlands as part of their water treatment process

	Strainer
	Filters soil particles and other debris from the water
	Wetlands can help mitigate the harmful effects of erosion by trapping sediment before it enters rivers and streams.

	Coffee filter
	Filters smaller impurities like excess nutrients and toxins from the water
	Biotechnology companies have actually used wetland plants to remove lead from water; they could then actually harvest the plants to recycle the lead!

	Antacid
	Protects against toxins and other harmful substances in the environment
	Wetlands provide a “buffer zone” which protects rivers and streams

	Rice
	Provides important food sources for humans and other animals
	Cranberries, blueberries, wild rice and salt hay are crops grown in wetlands

	Soap
	Cleanses the environment
	Streams with wetlands along their banks are much less polluted than streams without wetlands

	Picture of house
	Provides habitat for diverse wildlife populations
	Wetlands provide habitat for more than 40% of the endangered and threatened species in the U.S.

	Sneaker or toy canoe
	Provides numerous recreational opportunities for humans
	More than 30 million people hike, canoe, or otherwise enjoy themselves in U.S. wetlands each year

	Canteen
	Stores extra water for animals (including humans!) to use in times of drought
	Wetlands help prevent wasteful “runoff” and allow groundwater sources time to recharge so that springs are still flowing even in dry seasons.

	Paint-brush
	Provides inspiration for artists, writers, etc.
	The famous naturalist John Henry Audubon is noted for his beautiful paintings of wetland birds


