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Curriculum Unit Overview: Plant Sustainability and Services 
 
Introduction: 
Embark on an educational journey with our Plant Sustainability and Services 
curriculum unit, designed to cultivate a profound appreciation for the intricate 
relationships between plants, ecosystems, and human societies. This interdisciplinary 
exploration integrates science, ecology, and environmental studies to inspire the next 
generation of scientists and environmental stewards. 
 
Objective: 
The overarching objective of this unit is to empower students with the knowledge 
and skills to recognize the pivotal role plants play in maintaining ecological balance 
and sustaining life on Earth. Through scientific inquiry and exploration, students will 
develop a deep understanding of plant sustainability and the essential services that 
plants provide to our planet. 
 
Key Components: 
 
Plant Life Cycles and Adaptations: 
Unravel the mysteries of plant life cycles, exploring the fascinating adaptations that 
enable different plant species to thrive in diverse environments. 
 Ecosystem Services: 
Delve into the realm of ecosystem services, uncovering the profound impact plants 
have on the environment through processes such as oxygen production, carbon 
sequestration, and soil fertility. 
Human Dependence on Plants: 
Investigate the intricate web connecting humans and plants, exploring agriculture, 
medicine, and the myriad everyday products derived from plant sources. 
Sustainability Practices: 
Engage in discussions and experiments centered on sustainable agricultural and 
gardening practices, fostering an understanding of responsible resource 
management. 
 
Community Engagement: 

Collaborate on a community project, applying scientific principles to address local 
environmental challenges related to plant sustainability. 

Benefits for Students and Educators: 
 

PLSS 2023 – 6th —8th Curriculum Plan
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Students: 
 Develop critical thinking skills through hands-on investigations, fostering a 
scientific mindset. 
 Acquire a holistic understanding of environmental issues, cultivating a passion for 
scientific inquiry. 
 Gain practical knowledge about sustainable living practices, preparing them for 
future challenges. 
Cultivate a sense of responsibility for environmental stewardship, inspiring a 
commitment to positive change. 
 
Educators: 
 Foster a love for science and environmental studies, nurturing the curiosity and 
passion of future scientists. 
 Align with STEM education goals, integrating science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics seamlessly. 
 Encourage collaboration and inquiry-based learning, building the foundation for 
lifelong scientific exploration. 
Address real-world issues, connecting classroom learning to global challenges and 
inspiring the pursuit of scientific solutions. 
 
Narrative on Inspiring Future Scientists: 
 
Imagine a classroom buzzing with excitement as students delve into the intricate 
world of plants, where every leaf holds a story of adaptation and every flower 
contributes to the delicate balance of our planet. As students explore the life cycles of 
plants, conduct experiments, and uncover the marvels of ecosystem services, they are 
not merely passive learners; they are budding scientists, eagerly asking questions and 
seeking answers. 
 
This unit serves as a catalyst for nurturing the spirit of scientific inquiry. Students are 
not just memorizing facts; they are actively engaged in uncovering the mysteries of 
the natural world. From examining the microscopic structures of plant cells to 
understanding the global impact of deforestation, each lesson sparks curiosity and 
fuels the desire to explore further. 
 
In the journey toward sustainability, students become environmental detectives, 
examining the complex relationships between humans and plants. They witness 
firsthand the consequences of unsustainable practices and, in turn, propose innovative 
solutions grounded in scientific understanding. 
 

PLSS 2023 – 6th —8th Curriculum Plan
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As educators, our role extends beyond imparting knowledge; we are guiding the next 
generation of scientists and environmental leaders. By weaving real-world problems 
into the fabric of our lessons, we inspire students to envision themselves as 
contributors to scientific breakthroughs and agents of positive change. 
In the Plant Sustainability and Services curriculum unit, we lay the foundation for 
future scientists — individuals who will not only advance the boundaries of human 
knowledge but also work tirelessly to safeguard the delicate ecosystems that sustain 
life on our planet. Together, we embark on a journey of exploration, discovery, and 
inspiration, shaping the scientists of tomorrow. 

PLSS 2023 – 6th —8th Curriculum Plan
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PLSS 2023 – 6th —8th Curriculum Plan

Plant Sustainability and Services  

Topic Suggested Activity  Page Number 

Origins of Farming 

The Agricultural Revolution: From Foraging to Farming 17-34 

Domestication of Plants: The Beginnings of Agriculture 35-65 

Geography and the Spread of Early Agriculture 66-93 

Technological Innovations and Societal Changes 94-116 

The Shift from 

Crop Diversity to 

Lawn Uniformity  

Exploring Native Polyculture  119-152 

The Displacement of Traditional Crops  153-185 

Unraveling the Rise of Lawn Culture 186-215 

Community 

Engagement in 

Plant 

Sustainability 

Public Perception and Participation in Plant Sustainability 

Initiative  
218-257 

Rhetoric in Environmental Advocacy  258-296 

Empirical Research Methods in Plant Sustainability  297-338 

Nurturing Plant 

Sustainability 

through Policy 

and Incentives  

Economic Evaluations of Trees  341-374 

 Public Interest versus Public Relations  375-402 

Identifying Disenfranchisement  403-422 
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Science Notebooks Overview for PlantLab Student Scientists—Investigations and Applications 

Science notebooks are an essential tool for our budding scientists to document their learning 

journey throughout the school year. These notebooks serve as a personalized space for students to 

record observations, conduct experiments, analyze data, and reflect on their scientific discoveries. 

The science notebook is not just a collection of notes; it's a dynamic and interactive record of the 

scientific process.  Science notebooks provide a platform for students to bridge the gap between 

theoretical knowledge and real-world application. By incorporating hands-on experiments, 

observations, and reflections, students gain a holistic understanding of how scientific principles are 

applied in practical scenarios. This connection to real-world applications enhances the relevance and 

significance of scientific learning.  

Beyond the immediate academic benefits, science notebooks contribute to cultivating a lifelong 

appreciation for science. Through active participation, students develop a sense of curiosity, wonder, 

and enthusiasm for exploration. This enduring passion for scientific inquiry extends beyond the 

classroom, influencing their personal and professional lives.  The creation of a science notebook is 

not merely an academic exercise; it is a transformative tool that empowers students to actively 

engage with the scientific process, develop critical skills, and build a foundation for a lifelong 

journey of learning and discovery. As educators, fostering an environment that recognizes and 

celebrates the importance of science notebooks contributes significantly to the holistic development 

of our students. 

Purpose of Science Notebooks: 

1.  Record Keeping:  

 Science notebooks are a place for students to document their thoughts, questions, 

and findings during class activities, experiments, and investigations. 

2. Critical Thinking:  

 Encourage students to engage in higher-order thinking by asking questions, 

making predictions, and drawing conclusions based on evidence. The notebook 

serves as a tool for developing and refining these critical thinking skills. 

3. Reflection:  

 Students will reflect on their understanding of scientific concepts, identify 

misconceptions, and evaluate the effectiveness of experiments. Regular reflection 

helps reinforce learning and promotes metacognition. 

4. Communication:  

 Science notebooks provide a platform for students to communicate their ideas, 

observations, and findings to others, fostering peer-to-peer learning and 

collaboration. 
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Components of Science Notebooks: 

1. Table of Contents: 

 The first page should be dedicated to a table of contents, allowing students to 

organize and easily locate entries in their notebooks. 

2.  Title Page: 

 Create a title page where students can personalize and decorate their notebooks. 

This page may include their name, grade, and a creative representation of what 

science means to them. 

3.  Investigation Pages: 

 The heart of the notebook! Students will document each investigation, 

experiment, or lab activity. Include sections for: 

 Objective or purpose 

 Materials and methods 

 Data collection (tables, charts, graphs) 

 Observations 

 Analysis and conclusion 

4.  Vocabulary Section: 

 Reserve a section for key vocabulary words related to each unit of study. Students 

should include definitions and, when applicable, illustrations or examples. 

5.  Sketches and Diagrams: 

 Encourage students to include visual representations of concepts, diagrams of 

experiments, and labeled sketches to enhance their understanding and retention. 

6.  Reflection Pages: 

 Allocate space for regular reflections, where students can ponder what they've 

learned, identify challenges, and set goals for improvement. 

7.  Question Pages: 

 Dedicate pages for students to jot down any questions that arise during class or 

as they review their notes. This can serve as a starting point for class discussions 

or future investigations. 

8.  Home-Science Connection: 

 Foster a connection between science and students' everyday lives. Encourage 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 
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them to document real-world examples of science concepts they encounter 

outside the classroom. 

Tips for Success: 

 Emphasize the importance of neatness, organization, and attention to detail in science 

notebooks. 

 Schedule regular notebook checks to provide feedback and monitor student progress. 

 Promote a positive and collaborative environment, encouraging students to share their 

findings and insights with their peers. 

By integrating science notebooks into our curriculum, we aim to cultivate a love for 

scientific inquiry, critical thinking, and effective communication in our 6th-grade 

scientists. Happy experimenting! 

 

Maintaining a science notebook encourages the development of a growth mindset—a belief that 

intelligence and abilities can be developed through dedication and hard work. As students 

encounter challenges, make mistakes, and revise their hypotheses, they learn that setbacks are 

integral to the learning process. This mindset fosters resilience and a willingness to embrace 

challenges as opportunities for growth  

 

Introductory Science Notebook lesson 

 

Title: "Scientific Inquiry Adventure"  

 

Objective: Students will explore the scientific method through a series of interactive 

activities, documenting their observations and conclusions in a creatively designed science 

notebook. 

 

Next Generation Science Standards 

Science and Engineering Practices 

 Asking Questions (SEP1): Science notebooks encourage students to ask questions as they 

observe, explore, and conduct experiments, aligning with the practice of developing and 

using models. 

 Constructing Explanations and Designing Solutions (SEP6): Students use science 

notebooks to document their thought processes, explanations, and the design of 

experiments, helping them develop and communicate scientific explanations. 
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Crosscutting Concepts (CCCs): 

 Patterns (CCC1): Students can use science notebooks to identify and document patterns 

in data, observations, and experimental results. 

 Cause and Effect (CCC2): Analyzing experimental outcomes and documenting cause-and-

effect relationships within the science notebook supports understanding of this 

crosscutting concept. 

 Systems and System Models (CCC4): Science notebooks can be used to illustrate and 

describe systems, helping students understand the relationships and interactions within 

scientific phenomena. 

Disciplinary Core Ideas (DCIs): 

 Physical Sciences - PS1.A: Structure and Properties of Matter: Using science notebooks to 

record observations and data from experiments related to the properties of matter aligns 

with this DCI. 

 Life Sciences - LS1.A: Structure and Function: Students can document their observations 

and findings related to the structure and function of living organisms in their science 

notebooks. 

Science and Engineering Practices - Engaging in Argument from Evidence (SEP7): 

 Science notebooks provide a space for students to construct and present arguments 

based on evidence gathered through experiments, observations, and data analysis. 

Science and Engineering Practices - Obtaining, Evaluating, and Communicating Information (SEP8): 

 Science notebooks support the practice of obtaining, evaluating, and communicating 

information by providing a platform for students to organize and convey their scientific 

ideas. 

Science and Engineering Practices - Developing and Using Models (SEP2): 

 Science notebooks can be utilized to sketch and describe models that represent scientific 

phenomena, supporting students in developing and using models as part of the scientific 

process. 

Students will be able to 

 Students will be able to define science as the systematic study of the natural world and 

scientists as individuals who use observation, experimentation, and analysis to 

understand and explain phenomena  

Materials Needed: 

 Science notebooks 

 Various household items (e.g., cups, water, paper, magnets, etc.) 
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 Markers, colored pencils, and other art supplies 

 Chart paper or whiteboard for class brainstorming 

 

Lesson Outline: 

1. Introduction : 

 Begin with a class discussion on the scientific method. Use chart paper or the 

whiteboard to create a collaborative mind map of the scientific method 

components (question, hypothesis, experiment, data collection, analysis, 

conclusion). 

 To help introduce science notebooks, the following script was created 

 Teacher: Good morning, future scientists! Today, we embark on an exciting 

adventure as science explorers. (Holds up the mysterious box.) What's in 

this box will unlock the secrets to becoming extraordinary scientists. Are 

you ready? 

 Scene 1: The Quest for Knowledge 

 Teacher opens the box, revealing science notebooks for each 

student. 

 Teacher: Behold, your very own science notebooks! These will 

be your companions on our journey through the fascinating 

world of science. But before we dive in, let's talk about our 

guide, the scientific method. 

 Scene 2: The Scientific Method Showcase 

 Teacher uses a visual aid or a large poster to illustrate the 

steps of the scientific method. 

 Teacher: Imagine the scientific method as our treasure map, 

guiding us through the uncharted territories of science. First, 

we ask questions – the spark that ignites our curiosity. What 

do you want to explore? What questions keep you up at 

night? 

 Students share their questions. 

 Teacher: Excellent! Now, we move to step two: forming 

hypotheses. What do you predict the answer to your question 

might be? 

 Students share their hypotheses. 
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 Teacher: Wonderful! Now, onto step three: designing 

experiments to test our hypotheses. This is where our science 

notebooks come into play. 

 Scene 3: Science Notebooks in Action 

 Teacher demonstrates how to set up the science notebook for 

an experiment. 

 Teacher: Open your notebooks to the first blank page. Write 

down your question, your hypothesis, and the materials you'll 

need for your experiment. This is the starting point of your 

scientific journey. 

 Students follow along, setting up their own notebooks. 

 Scene 4: The Hands-On Experiment 

 Teacher introduces a simple, hands-on experiment related to the 

current science unit. 

 

2. Activity 1: "Mystery Cups" : 

 Place various items in cups and cover them. Each cup contains a different object. 

 Students work in pairs. They observe, ask questions, and form hypotheses about 

the content of their cups 

 After making predictions, students reveal the contents and compare their 

hypotheses with the actual items. 

 In their science notebooks, students document the steps of the scientific method 

for this activity. 

3. Activity 2: "Water Absorption Experiment" (: 

 Provide different materials (paper, cotton balls, plastic, etc.) and water. 

 Students predict which material will absorb the most water. 

 Conduct the experiment, record data, and draw conclusions. 

 Encourage creative data representation such as charts or graphs in their 

science notebooks. 

4. Reflection and Discussion 

 Have a class discussion on the challenges and successes students experienced 

during the experiments. 

 Ask students to reflect on the importance of each step of the scientific method in 
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guiding their investigations. 

5. Artistic Science Notebooks : 

 Distribute art supplies and guide students in decorating their science notebooks. 

Encourage creativity, incorporating elements related to their experiments. 

 Provide time for students to write a reflective paragraph in their decorated 

notebooks, summarizing their key learnings. 

6. Share and Showcase : 

 Allow students to share their decorated science notebooks with the class. 

 Facilitate a gallery walk where students can view and discuss each other's 

notebooks. 

 Return to your science notebooks.  

 What did you learn from the experiment? Did your hypothesis match the 

results? Any unexpected discoveries? This reflection is the key to unlocking 

the next phase of our adventure. 

 Students share their reflections. 

 Congratulations, science explorers! You've taken your first steps into the 

world of science notebooks and the scientific method. This is just the 

beginning of our adventure. Your science notebooks are your passports to 

endless discoveries. Keep them close, and let the exploration continue! 

 The teacher concludes the lesson with an air of excitement, leaving students 

eager for the next chapter in their scientific journey. 

 

This interactive and creative lesson not only reinforces the scientific method but also encourages 

students to view science as an exciting adventure. The incorporation of hands-on activities, visual 

arts, and collaborative discussions makes the learning experience memorable and engaging for 7th-

grade students. 
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Unit Overview: Origins of Farming - From Foraging to Farming 

Welcome to the enthralling journey through the "Origins of Farming" unit, where we trace humani-
ty's transformation from nomadic foragers to settled agriculturalists. This unit is a rich tapestry that 
weaves together history, science, culture, and environmental studies, providing students with a 
comprehensive understanding of one of the most significant shifts in human history. 

In this unit, we begin by exploring the transition from hunter-gatherer societies to settled agricul-
tural communities. We delve into the development of early farming practices, the domestication of 
plants and animals, and the profound impact of the Agricultural Revolution on human civilization. 
Our narrative takes students back to the dawn of civilization, surrounded by fertile landscapes 
teeming with diverse plant life, where our ancestors made pivotal decisions that shaped the course 
of human history. 

We examine environmental and geographical factors that influenced the shift to agriculture, such 
as climate changes at the end of the last glacial period and the geographic locations where early 
agriculture developed. Technological and scientific innovations are also a focal point, including 
early farming techniques and tools, the process of plant domestication and selective breeding, and 
the introduction of irrigation and its historical significance. 

The societal and cultural implications of stable food sources on population growth and the for-
mation of complex societies are discussed, along with the development of trade networks, eco-
nomic systems based on agricultural products, and the cultural and religious significance of agri-
culture in early societies. 

Environmental impact and sustainability are critical components of this unit. Students will engage 
in discussions on the ecological consequences of early farming practices and sustainable agricul-
ture, learning valuable lessons from historical practices. 

Interactive elements such as role-playing, storytelling, hands-on experiments, and critical discus-
sions are integrated into the unit. Students will simulate the life of early farmers, engage in com-
parative analysis between nomadic and settled lifestyles, and conduct seed planting and irrigation 
experiments to understand ancient and modern methods. 

The unit also focuses on the long-term impacts of agriculture on human societies and the environ-
ment, encouraging students to debate the pros and cons of the shift from foraging to farming. 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 
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An exploration of careers related to archaeology, history, agriculture, and environmental science 
is included, expanding students' understanding of the diverse opportunities in these fields. Pro-
ject-based learning activities, such as creating model farms and exploring technological innova-
tions of ancient farmers, will enhance students' engagement and comprehension. 

By the end of this unit, students will have explored the reasons behind the shift to agricultural 
lifestyles, analyzed the impacts of stable food sources on population growth and societal struc-
tures, and evaluated the environmental and social implications of early farming practices on both 
ancient and modern societies. 

This unit offers a holistic view of the origins of farming, encouraging students to think critically 

about historical developments, environmental impacts, and their relevance to modern agricultural 

practices and sustainability. Through this educational journey, students will gain a profound ap-

preciation for the role of plants in shaping human history and the interconnectedness between 

human societies and the plant kingdom. 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 
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Sustainability and Services 
Origin's of Farming  - From Foraging to Farming 
 
The Agricultural Revolution: From Foraging to Farming:  Educator Background 
Information 
 
As we embark on an exploration of the origins of civilization, it's imperative to 
recognize the profound and often overlooked role that plants played in shaping the 
course of human history. Imagine standing at the dawn of civilization, surrounded by 
fertile landscapes teeming with diverse plant life. This rich tapestry of flora wasn't 
merely a backdrop but a dynamic force that fueled the very foundations of human 
society. 
 
In the early stages of human development, our ancestors were nomadic, relying on hunting and 
gathering for sustenance. However, a pivotal moment occurred as humans transitioned from a 
nomadic lifestyle to settled agricultural communities. This shift, often referred to as the Agricultural 
Revolution, marked a turning point in history, and plants played a starring role in this 
transformative drama. 
 
The cultivation of plants for food, such as cereals like wheat and barley, provided a stable and 
predictable food source. No longer subject to the uncertainties of hunting and foraging, early 
human communities could establish permanent settlements. This shift allowed for the accumulation 
of surplus food, which, in turn, led to population growth, the establishment of social structures, and 
the emergence of specialized roles within communities. 
 
Plants didn't merely serve as sustenance; they became the cornerstone of early economies and 
trade networks. As agricultural practices advanced, so did the range of cultivated crops. 
Domestication of plants for specific qualities—such as larger seeds, resistance to pests, and 
adaptation to different climates—became a sophisticated science, laying the groundwork for the 
diverse array of crops we have today. 
Beyond food, plants contributed significantly to the development of technologies and cultural 
practices. Fiber from plants was used for clothing and shelter, medicinal properties of certain plants 
were discovered and harnessed, and religious and cultural practices often revolved around the 
cycles of plant life. 
 
At the close of the last glacial embrace, the Earth donned a mantle of warmth, and with it, the seeds 
of civilization found fertile ground. In this epoch of transformation, our forebears stood on the 
threshold of a new world, where the verdant wilds that fed them through hunt and harvest began 
to beckon with the promise of permanence. 
 
For countless generations, the human race had danced to the primal rhythms of nature, roaming 
the lands in pursuit of game and the season’s bounty. Yet, as the ice retreated and the earth basked 
in a milder sun, the once wandering tribes found themselves in an era of abundance. Climates, now 
more forgiving, nurtured a diversity of plant life that whispered the possibilities of an anchored life. 
It was not merely the land’s largesse that spurred this epochal shift but also a burgeoning human 
ingenuity. As populations swelled, the ancient foragers glimpsed the limits of the wild’s generosity. 
They needed a steadier hand to feed the mouths of their growing clans. In this crucible of necessity, 
they turned to the wild grasses, the ancestors of wheat and barley, which had begun to sport traits 
ever so conducive to human use—grains that clung to their stalks, awaiting the gatherer’s hand. 
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The early agriculturists were artists of the earth, sculpting the landscape with the first 
furrows of cultivation. They observed the cycles of the moon and the turn of the 
seasons, learning to read the signs of when to sow and when to reap. The sprouting 
seeds were not just plants; they were the first brushstrokes of a grand tapestry that 
would become human civilization. 
Communities took root as surely as the crops they tended, each harvest promising not 
just sustenance but a future. The granaries rose, and with them, the first cities. The 
division of labor was born from the bounty of agriculture—some tended the fields, 
some fashioned tools, and others traded goods, weaving the first intricate web of an 
economy. 
The plow and the sickle were not just tools but keys to a kingdom—a world where 
humans could harness the earth’s potential. With every seed sown by design, the dance 
between human and plant became a partnership, one that propelled our ancestors from 
survival to society. 
And so, the tapestry of human history was woven, its threads the grains of cultivated fields, its 
colors the hues of domesticated blooms. The story of agriculture is not one of human triumph 
alone but of an alliance with the plant kingdom, an alliance that would frame the narrative of our 
species henceforth. In the classrooms of today, we recount this tale, not as a chapter of the past, 
but as a continuing journey that teaches us the value of balance with nature and the power of 
adaptation—the very roots of our existence. 
 
As educators, delving into the intricate relationship between humans and plants in the origins of 
civilization offers a captivating narrative. It's a tale of innovation, adaptation, and symbiosis, where 
the seeds of agriculture sowed the groundwork for the complex societies we inhabit today. Through 
this lens, we can impart to our students not just the historical significance of plants but also an 
appreciation for the intricate dance between humanity and the natural world. By understanding the 
pivotal role of plants in the origins of civilization, we empower our students to recognize the 
profound interconnectedness between human societies and the plant kingdom, fostering a deeper 
understanding of our shared history and the sustainable practices that can guide us into the future. 
 
Real World Connections/Careers 
Studying the origins of farming opens up a diverse range of career paths, many of which involve 
aspects of archaeology, history, agriculture, and environmental science. Here's a list of careers 
related to this field of study: Archaeologist, Agricultural Historian ethnobotanist: Cultural 
Anthropologist, Paleoethnobotanist, Environmental Archaeologist, Agronomist, Archaeobotanist, 
Geoarchaeologist:,Food Historian 
 
Unit Objectives: 
By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
 Explore the reasons behind the shift to agricultural lifestyles and the domestication of plants 

and animals. 
 Analyze the impacts of stable food sources on population growth, societal structures, and the 

development of trade. 
 Evaluate the environmental and social implications of early farming practices on both ancient 

and modern societies. 
 Develop an appreciation for the scientific and technological innovations that emerged from 

early agricultural practices and their lasting legacy. 
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Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS): 

 MS-LS2-1: Analyze and interpret data to provide evidence for the effects of resource 
availability on organisms and populations of organisms in an ecosystem. 

 MS-LS4-6: Use mathematical representations to support explanations of how 
natural selection may lead to increases and decreases of specific traits in 
populations over time. 

 MS-ESS3-4: Construct an argument supported by evidence for how increases in 
human population and per-capita consumption of natural resources impact Earth's 
systems. 

 
What Students Will Be Able to Do: 

 Identify the factors that led to the Agricultural Revolution. 

 Explain the process of domestication and its effects on plant and animal species. 

 Discuss how agriculture led to the development of more complex social structures and trade. 

 Analyze the relationship between resource availability and population growth. 
Evaluate the environmental impact of ancient farming practices and their relevance to modern-
day agricultural challenges. 

Vocabulary Words: 
 Agricultural Revolution: The transformation from hunter-gatherer cultures to agriculture and 

settlement. 
 Domestication: The process of adapting wild plants and animals for human use. 
 Neolithic Era: The later part of the Stone Age, when ground or polished stone weapons and 

implements prevailed. 
 Cultivation: Preparing and using land for crops or gardening. 
 Sedentary: Living in one place for a long time, as opposed to nomadic. 
 Granary: A storehouse for threshed grain. 
 Irrigation: The supply of water to land or crops to help growth, typically by means of channels. 
 Selective Breeding: The process by which humans use animal and plant breeding to selectively 

develop particular phenotypic traits. 
 Fertile Crescent: A crescent-shaped region containing the comparatively moist and fertile land of 

otherwise arid and semi-arid Western Asia, and the Nile Valley and Nile Delta 
 Subsistence Agriculture: Self-sufficiency farming in which the farmers focus on growing . 
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Origins of Farming—The Agricultural Revolution: From Foraging to 
Farming  (Engage) 

 Begin the class with a brainstorming session. Ask students what they know about 
how ancient people obtained their food and the differences between hunting-
gathering and farming. 

 Record their ideas on chart paper or an interactive whiteboard. 
 Begin by explaining the power of stories in understanding history. 

Mention that the class will be hearing a story that takes them back in 
time to the dawn of agriculture.  

 Arrange the classroom seating to create a comfortable storytelling 
environment. This could be a circle of chairs or a semi-circle facing the 
area where you'll be narrating the story.    

 We will need four students to play the part of our characters 
 Characters: 
 Aya (wise elder who has seen many seasons) 
 Taru (young, inquisitive member of the tribe) 
 Nia (the tribe's best gatherer) 
 Kiran (a skilled hunter and tool-maker) 

 Story Script: "The First Seed: A Tale of Transition" 
 Setting the Scene:  [The lights dim, and the classroom is quiet. The teacher sets the 

stage with a backdrop of sounds from nature, perhaps using a soundscape of birds 
chirping and wind rustling through leaves.] 

 Teacher (Narrator): "Imagine, if you will, a world very different from our own. It's a 
time when vast forests and open plains stretch as far as the eye can see, and the 
sky touches the earth at the horizon. In this world, small bands of people roam the 
land - they are our ancestors, the hunter-gatherers. 

 Every day, they wake with the sun and sleep with the stars. Their lives are a 
symphony of movement, following the herds and the seasons. They gather 
berries, hunt game, and forage for nuts and roots. Life is a dance of survival, 
always moving, always searching." 

 Teacher (Narrator): "But let's zoom in on one particular tribe during a time not 
unlike today, a day when the sky is clear, and the air is filled with the buzz of life. 
Among them is Aya, who has noticed something peculiar..." 

 Aya: "Children, come. Look here, at these wild grasses. Have you noticed that some 
are different? Some are taller, their seeds plumper and easier to collect. What if we 
didn't have to search for these every season? What if they were always right where 
we needed them?" 

 Taru: "But Aya, the lands are plentiful. Why should we worry about keeping the 
grasses close?" 

 Teacher (Narrator): "Nia, the gatherer, who had hands as gentle as the breeze and 
eyes sharp as an eagle's, chimed in." 

 Nia: "Taru, have you not seen how the herds grow thin when the cold lasts too 
long, or when the rains do not come? Aya may be onto a path that we have not 
walked before." 

 Teacher (Narrator): "Kiran, who could read the tracks of any beast and turn stone 
into spear, pondered Aya's words." 

 b: "I have seen the truth in Aya's wisdom. My spears do not always find their mark, 
and the herds are not always within reach. Maybe it's time for us to plant our feet 
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as firmly as we plant our spears." 
 Teacher (Narrator): "And so, the tribe gathered, curious and cautious. 

They took the plump seeds and decided to try an experiment. They 
chose a patch of land by the river, where the water whispered secrets 
to the soil, and they planted the seeds, covering them with a blanket 
of earth." 

 Taru: "What if the seeds do not grow? What if this changes 
everything?" 

 Aya: "Change is the dance of life, Taru. We shall see what the seasons 
bring. Perhaps, just perhaps, we are sowing the seeds of a new 
beginning." 

 Teacher (Narrator): "Now, imagine you are part of this tribe, standing 
at the edge of a great change. Today, we will embark on a journey 
much like our ancestors. We will plant seeds, and like them, we will observe, learn, 
and grow. Let us step into the past and see what sprouts from our labor." 

 [The classroom lights brighten, and the teacher reveals the seeds and 
planting materials.] 

 Teacher note:  t's important to be cautious when portraying cereal 
agriculture as providing a completely stable food supply. While the 
transition from hunting and gathering to agriculture did lead to more 
settled communities and larger populations, it also had its drawbacks. The 
reliance on a limited number of staple crops, like grains, made these 
communities vulnerable to food shortages and famines when crop failures 
occurred. This shift often led to population booms followed by food busts, 
which could result in significant hardships for these early agricultural 
societies. 

 Additionally, it's essential to highlight that while agriculture is a 
significant part of our modern food system, only a small percentage 
of farmlands are dedicated to growing fruits and vegetables. The 
majority of agricultural land is used for producing staple crops like 
wheat, rice, and corn. This concentration on staple crops can 
contribute to imbalances in our diets, potentially leading to 
malnutrition as people might not have access to a diverse range of 
nutritious foods. 

 Finally, it's worth noting that the majority of dry seeds used in 
modern agriculture are controlled by a relatively small number of 
large agricultural companies. These companies often patent specific 
seed varieties, leading to a concentration of intellectual property and 
potentially limiting the diversity of crops available to farmers. This 
concentration of seed ownership can have implications for the 
sustainability and resilience of our agricultural systems. 

 Discussion Questions 
 Using the provided image that contrasts hunter-gatherer societies 

with early farming communities and the script "The First Seed: A Tale 
of Transition," you can guide students in a discussion that compares 
and analyzes both.  

 Observation and Description: 
 What are the main differences you notice between the 

two sides of the image? How do these differences 
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relate to the story we heard? 
 Lifestyle and Survival: 

 In the script, Aya noticed some grasses were different 
and suggested planting them. How does 
this decision reflect the changes seen in the 
image from left to right? 

 Tools and Technology: 
 Kiran was skilled in making tools. How 

might the tools used by hunter-gatherers 
differ from those used by early farmers as 
seen in the image? 

 Social Structure and Community: 
 Taru was initially hesitant about the 

change. What changes in social structure 
and community life can you infer from the 
transition depicted in the image? 

 Economic Implications: 
 Nia mentioned the risks of relying on the wild's 

generosity. How might settling down to farm change a 
community’s economy compared to a hunter-gatherer 
lifestyle? 

 Environmental Impact: 
 Consider the environmental impact of both lifestyles. 

How does the shift to agriculture, as shown in the 
image, affect the natural landscape compared to the 
hunter-gatherer society 

 Innovation and Adaptation: 
 How does the story of planting the first seeds by 

the riverbank reflect human innovation and 
adaptation seen in the progression from 
foraging to farming in the image? 

 Sustainability and Resource Management: 
 What challenges might both societies face in 

terms of sustainability and resource 
management? How does the image illustrate the 
management of resources in both societies? 

 Cultural and Religious Practices: 
 How might the shift to agriculture have 

impacted the cultural and religious practices of 
early humans, as depicted in the image and 
suggested in the story 

 
 "Are you ready, young scholars? Let's begin our journey and discover how a simple 

seed changed the world and led us to where we are today." 
 TEACHER NOTE:  For a classroom activity focused on the origins of farming, 

the best seeds would be those that represent the earliest domesticated 
plants and are easy to grow in a classroom setting. Here are a few options 
that fit these criteria: 

 Wheat 
 Pros: One of the first crops to be domesticated; grows fairly 

easily. 
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 Cons: May require more space and time to grow 
to a noticeable size. 

 Barley 
 Pros: Another of the first domesticated crops; 

hardy and can grow in poor conditions. 
 Cons: Similar to wheat in growth requirements; 

might not be as visually dramatic for young 
students. 

 Lentils 
 Pros: Quick to sprout and easy to observe growth 

stages; significant in early agriculture. 
 Cons: Less visually dramatic, might not have the 

'height' factor that intrigues students. 
 Peas 

 Pros: Fast germination, easy to observe growth; kids can relate 
to them as they are common in diets. 

 Cons: Require support as they grow taller, which can be an 
additional classroom management factor. 

 Corn (Maize) 
 Pros: While not one of the earliest domesticated plants 

globally, it is a primary example of domestication in the 
Americas and grows quickly. 

 Cons: Requires a lot of space and a longer growing season, 
which may not be suitable for all classrooms. 

 Common Beans 
 Pros: Fast-growing, easy to handle, and visibly change within a 

relatively short period. 
 Cons: Like peas, they require support structures as they grow. 
 For a classroom activity, peas or common beans are often the 

best choices. They sprout quickly, allowing students to 
observe changes within days, which is gratifying and 
educational. They are also relatively easy to care for and can 
be grown in small containers without needing much space. If 
the objective is to specifically highlight the earliest 
domesticated plants, then wheat or barley would be more 
historically accurate, though they take longer to grow and 
might not be as visually engaging in the early stages. 

 The students transition to  their hands-on activity, planting seeds, filled with the 
same wonder and anticipation that their ancestors might have felt. 

 Guide students through the process of planting the seeds, explaining 
how ancient people might have discovered and cultivated these 
same plants. 

 Preparation  

 Lay out all materials on a central table or distribute them to 
each group of students. 

 Ensure each student has access to a pot, a handful of seeds, 
soil, and a label. 

 Distribution  

 
F
ro

m
 F

o
ra

g
in

g
 t

o
 

F
a
rm

in
g

 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



25 

Origins of  Farming 

 Instruct students to come up one group at a time 
to collect their materials or have a helper 
distribute them if space is limited. 

 Once everyone has their materials, ask them to 
label their pot with their name and the type of 
seed they have. 

 Planting the Seeds  

 Demonstrate the planting process: Fill the pot 
about two-thirds full with soil, place a few seeds 
on top (explain the proper spacing if needed), 
then cover the seeds with a thin layer of soil. 

 Walk around the classroom, offering assistance 
and answering questions as students plant their 
seeds. 

 Watering 

 Show students how to gently water their newly planted seeds 
without displacing them. Discuss the importance of water and 
proper care in the early stages of plant growth. 

 Explaining Domestication  

 Once all students have planted their seeds, begin a discussion 
on domestication. Explain how ancient people may have 
noticed certain wild plants were easier to collect or tasted 
better, leading them to save and plant those seeds, which is 
the essence of domestication. 

 Contrast this with wild plants, which were not selectively 
grown and thus displayed a wide range of characteristics, 
some less desirable for human use. 

 Reflection (optional, during or post-activity): 
 Encourage students to reflect on what it must have felt like for 

ancient people to grow their own food for the first time. 
 Ask them to consider how the process they just completed 

parallels the experiences of those early farmers. 
 Summarize the importance of this step in human 

history and how it led to settled communities. 
 Discuss what needs to happen next for the seeds to 

grow and what students will need to observe in the 
coming weeks as the seeds sprout and grow, making 
the connection to how early communities would have 
needed to care for their crops. 

 Have students clean their area, wash their hands 
if necessary, and place their pots in a designated 
area where they can get sunlight and be 
regularly watered. 

Origins of Farming—The Agricultural Revolution: From Foraging to Farming  (Explore) 
 Seed Examination  

 Distribute samples of domesticated plant seeds and their wild counterparts to groups of 
students. 
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 Providing students with samples of domesticated plant seeds 
alongside their wild counterparts can be a powerful demonstration of 
the process and effects of domestication. Here are some good 
examples that are often used in educational settings due to their clear 
differences and availability: 

 Wheat 
 Domesticated: Triticum aestivum (common bread wheat) 

Wild Counterpart: Triticum monococcum (einkorn wheat) 
or Triticum turgidum (wild emmer) 

 Corn (Maize) 
 Domesticated: Zea mays (modern corn) 

Wild Counterpart: Teosinte (wild grass that is the 
ancestor of maize) 

 Rice 
 Domesticated: Oryza sativa (Asian rice) or Oryza glaberrima (African 

rice) 
Wild Counterpart: Oryza rufipogon (wild rice) 

 Peas 
 Domesticated: Pisum sativum (garden pea) 

Wild Counterpart: Pisum fulvum (wild pea) 
 Barley 

 Domesticated: Hordeum vulgare 
Wild Counterpart: Hordeum spontaneum (wild barley) 

 Tomato 
 Domesticated: Solanum lycopersicum (common garden tomato) 

Wild Counterpart: Solanum pimpinellifolium (wild tomato) 
 Lettuce 

 Domesticated: Lactuca sativa (cultivated lettuce) 
Wild Counterpart: Lactuca serriola (prickly lettuce or wild lettuce) 

 When selecting seeds for a classroom comparison, it's important to choose species 
that have visibly different characteristics, which makes it easier for students to 
observe and understand the concept of domestication. For instance, the difference 
in the size and structure of modern corn and its ancestor teosinte is quite striking, 
and wheat varieties often show clear changes in seed size and husk properties. 

 These examples offer a tangible way to discuss how humans have selected 
and bred plants for traits such as size, yield, and ease of harvest over 
thousands of years. Students can handle and inspect the seeds, noting the 
physical differences that have resulted from generations of selective 
breeding. 

 Instruct them to use magnifying glasses to examine and compare the 
physical differences. 

 Students should record observations in their journals, noting size, 
shape, and any other distinguishing features. 

 Facilitate a discussion on why ancient humans may have 
selected certain plants for cultivation (e.g., size of seeds, ease 
of harvesting). 

 Guide students in filling out comparison charts based on their 
observations, hypothesizing about the traits that would have been 
desirable in early agricultural practices. 
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 Observation: Students should fill in the 'Wild Plant Observation' and 'Domesticated 
Plant Observation' columns based on their examination of the seed samples or 
images provided. 

 Discussion and Hypothesis: In the 'Why Might This Trait Be Selected by Early 
Farmers?' column, students should discuss and hypothesize why each trait might 
have been desirable for early farmers when selecting plants for cultivation. 
Encourage them to think about factors like food security, efficiency in farming, and 
the nutritional needs of a growing community. 

 Reflection: After completing the chart, facilitate a discussion where students share their 
hypotheses and reflect on how the selection of these traits has shaped the development 
of modern agriculture. 

 This chart can help students critically analyze the characteristics that were likely 
important in the domestication of plants and understand how human intervention 
has shaped the evolution of agricultural crops. 

 A simple and engaging classroom game designed to help students understand the 
concept of selective breeding by simulating the process over several generations to 
'breed' an ideal crop. 

 Game Title: "Cultivate: The Crop Breeding Game" 
 Objective:  To simulate the selective breeding process by choosing plants with 

desired traits over multiple generations to create an 'ideal' crop. 
 Materials: 

 A deck of 'trait cards' representing various attributes of a crop (e.g., drought 
resistance, large size, pest resistance). Ensure there are multiple cards for 
each trait to represent genetic variability.  Each card will represent a specific 
trait that has been selected for during the domestication process: 

 Drought Resistance: Helps plants survive with less water. 
 Large Size: Produces larger fruits, seeds, or vegetables. 
 Pest Resistance: Has natural defenses against insects and disease. 
 Fast Growth: Reaches maturity quicker than other varieties. 
 High Yield: Produces more edible parts per plant. 
 Cold Tolerance: Can survive and grow in cooler temperatures. 
 Heat Tolerance: Thrives in hotter climates without wilting. 
 Nutrient Efficiency: Requires less fertilizer to grow well. 
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 Long Shelf Life: Remains fresh for a longer time after 
harvest. 

 Improved Taste: Has a sweeter, richer, or more desirable 
flavor. 

 Early Maturation: Produces a harvestable crop earlier in 
the season. 

 Disease Resistance: Resistant to common plant diseases. 
 Root Depth: Develops deeper roots for better nutrient 

and water uptake. 
 Short Stature: Grows shorter, making it less likely to be 

damaged by winds. 
 Thick Skins: Fruit has a thicker skin that is less prone to 

bruising. 
 Seedless: Produces fruit without seeds which is often preferred by 

consumers. 
 Color Variation: Has unusual or appealing color traits. 
 Robustness: Able to withstand rough handling during transport. 
 Uniformity: Produces crops that are uniform in size and shape for 

easier harvesting and processing. 
 Soil Versatility: Can grow in a variety of soil types. 

 These cards can be designed with corresponding images and 
brief descriptions on them, allowing students to quickly 
understand the trait and its agricultural significance. When 
playing the game, students can draw these cards and make 
decisions on which traits they would prioritize for their 'ideal' 
crop, simulating the decision-making process of early farmers 
and plant breeders. 

 Beans or counters in multiple colors or sizes to represent different 
'generations' of crops. 

 Game boards representing fields where crops will be 'planted' (could be 
simple paper grids). 

 Score sheets for students to record their selections over each generation. 
 Setup: 

 Divide students into small groups and provide each group with a game 
board, a deck of trait cards, and a set of beans/ counters. 

 Determine the number of generations (rounds) the game will have – three 
to five is usually a good number. 

 Decide on the 'ideal traits' that the groups will be trying to select for. You 
can either make this uniform across all groups or allow each group to 
choose their ideal traits for variation. 

 Game Play: 
 Round 1 - Initial Selection: 

 Each group draws five random trait cards from the deck, which 
represents the first generation of crops with varying traits. 

 The group discusses which traits would be most beneficial and 
'plants' beans representing the chosen traits in their field (on the 
game board). 

 Round 2 and Beyond - Selective Breeding: 
 Groups draw additional cards for the next generation, keeping in 
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mind the traits they selected previously. 
 Students must decide which traits from the new and 

existing pool they will continue to 'breed.' They can 
replace up to two traits with new ones if they draw more 
desirable traits. 

 With each generation, the goal is to get closer to the 
'ideal' crop by selecting for the predetermined ideal 
traits. 

 End Game - Evaluation: 
 After the final generation, groups compare their crops to 

the 'ideal' set of traits. 
 Points are awarded for each trait that matches the ideal, 

with bonus points for complete matches across the crop. 
 Debrief: Discuss as a class the outcomes of the game.  

 Which strategies worked best? How does this simulate real-life selective 
breeding?  

 What factors did not come into play in this game that might affect real crop 
breeding? 

 This game not only teaches the principles of selective breeding but 
also encourages teamwork, discussion, and strategic thinking. It can 
be followed up with a lesson on the real-world application of these 
practices in agriculture and the ethical considerations involved. 

 
Origins of Farming—The Agricultural Revolution: From Foraging to Farming  (Explain) 
 Students will create a model of an early farm to understand the layout and components of early 

agricultural practices.  
 Divide the class into small groups of 3-4 students each. 

 Each group discusses and plans their farm layout, considering where to place fields 
for crops, housing for people, and water sources for irrigation. 

 Building the Model:  
 Using the provided materials, each group constructs their model farm.  
 Encourage groups to consider the terrain (using clay or playdough), create 

fields (with green paper or felt), and build simple structures (using sticks or 
blocks). They should also layout irrigation systems (with yarn or string) to 
show how water would be distributed across the farm.Use of Natural : 

 Encourage the use of sand, pebbles, and small rocks to create more 
realistic landscapes, such as hills, valleys, and riverbeds. 

 Use small sprigs of green herbs or grasses to represent crops. This 
adds a tactile and aromatic dimension to the models. 

 Include seeds glued onto the fields to represent different 
crops being grown. 

 Include creating a water source like a river or a pond using blue 
paper or plastic wrap. This can feed into the irrigation systems. 

 For an advanced twist, use sponges or cotton to simulate 
water absorption and distribution in the soil. 

 Introduce small animal figures or drawings to represent 
domesticated animals in the farm setting. 

 Discuss the role of animals in farming, such as aiding in 
plowing fields or providing manure for fertilization. 
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 Interactive Elements: 
 Make elements of the farm movable, like removable 

crops or structures, to simulate different farming stages 
or techniques. 

 Create a rotating crop system where students can 
change the crops for different seasons. 

  Weather Conditions: 
 Use cotton balls for clouds and have students simulate 

rain with a spray bottle, discussing the impact of weather 
on farming. 

 Add a sun (yellow paper circle) and discuss the 
importance of sunlight in crop growth. 

 Soil Layers: 
 Use different colors of clay or soil to create layers, demonstrating soil 

stratification and discussing the importance of topsoil. 
 Farming Community: 

 Add small figures or drawings of people to represent the community 
and their roles, enhancing the role-playing aspect. 

 Once the students have completed their model farms, it's important 
to facilitate a discussion that helps them reflect on what they've 
learned and understand the broader implications of their creations. 
Here are some discussion questions that can guide this conversation: 

 How does your model farm compare to modern-day farms? 
What are the major differences and similarities in terms of 
layout, techniques, and tools? 

 Importance of Layout: Why did you choose to arrange your 
farm the way you did? How might the layout of your farm 
impact its productivity and efficiency? 

 Role of Irrigation:  How did you decide to set up your 
irrigation system? What challenges did you face, and how 
does this reflect the importance of water management in 
agriculture? 

 Influence of Terrain:  How did the terrain (hills, valleys, flat 
land) affect your farm design? Why is understanding the land 
important for farming? 

 Crop Selection:  What types of crops did you choose to plant 
in your model farm, and why? How might crop selection vary 
based on climate and soil type? 

 Community and Labor:  How did you distribute the roles and 
responsibilities in your farm community? What does this tell 
us about the social structure and division of labor in early 
farming communities? 

 Animal Husbandry:  If you included animals in your farm, what 
roles do they play? How do animals contribute to the 
sustainability of a farm? 

 Weather and Environmental Factors: How might different 
weather conditions affect your farm? What strategies could 
early farmers have used to mitigate these effects 

 Sustainability and Resource Management:  Discuss the 
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sustainability of your farm. How did you ensure 
that your farm would be productive over a long 
period? 

 Technological Advancements:  What 
technological advancements could have improved 
the productivity of your model farm? How have 
technological advancements changed farming 
over time? 

 These questions encourage students to think critically 
about the choices they made while constructing their 
farms and the real-world implications of those choices. 
The discussion helps to deepen their understanding of 
early agriculture and its evolution into modern farming 
practices. 

Origins of Farming—The Agricultural Revolution: From Foraging to Farming  (Elaboration)  
 After constructing model farms, conducting an irrigation experiment is a critical next step. This 

activity allows students to explore and understand the vital role of water management in 
agriculture. Irrigation is a cornerstone of successful farming and has been throughout history. By 
experimenting with irrigation on their model farms, students can practically apply their 
understanding of how early farmers might have overcome challenges related to water supply. 
This hands-on experience enhances their appreciation of agricultural innovations and the 
significance of water in food production.  

 Begin with a brief overview of different historical irrigation techniques (e.g., flood 
irrigation, drip irrigation, terracing). 

 Flood Irrigation: 
 Description: One of the oldest methods, flood irrigation involves diverting 

water from rivers, streams, or reservoirs to flood fields. The water soaks into 
the ground, providing moisture to the crop roots. 

 Historical Significance: Widely used in ancient civilizations like Egypt and 
Mesopotamia, flood irrigation was critical for sustaining agriculture along 
river valleys such as the Nile and the Tigris-Euphrates. 

 Drip Irrigation: 
 Description: Drip irrigation, although more modern, is based on ancient 

practices. It involves delivering water directly to the roots of plants through 
a system of tubes, pipes, and emitters. 

 Historical Significance: Early forms of drip irrigation can be traced back to 
China and parts of Africa, where clay pots were buried and filled with water 
to slowly seep into the soil. 

 Terracing: 
 Description: Terracing involves carving flat areas into hillsides, creating a 

series of stepped levels. Each level slows the flow of water runoff, allowing 
more time for the water to be absorbed into the soil. 

 Historical Significance: Terracing has been used for thousands of years in 
various parts of the world, including the Andes Mountains in South 
America, the rice terraces in the Philippines, and throughout the 
mountainous regions of Southeast Asia. 

 Canal Irrigation: 
 Description: This technique involves constructing canals to transport water 

from its source to agricultural fields. Canals can be simple, dug by hand, or 
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more complex structures lined with stones or bricks. 
 Historical Significance: Early canal systems were developed in 

ancient civilizations such as India, China, and the Roman 
Empire, significantly expanding the reach of irrigation 

 Each of these irrigation methods reflects human 
ingenuity in adapting to various environmental 
challenges. From the floodplains of ancient Egypt to the 
terraced hills of the Andes, people have always found 
innovative ways to bring water to their crops. As we 
experiment with our model farms, think about how these 
techniques could be applied and what challenges they 
might address in our modern world."  

 Discuss the importance of irrigation in overcoming geographical and climatic 
challenges. 

 Geographical Challenges: 
 How do different types of irrigation systems help farmers overcome the 

challenges posed by various landscapes, like mountains, deserts, or 
floodplains? 

 Climatic Adaptations: 
 In what ways does irrigation help in adapting farming practices to different 

climate conditions? Can you think of an example where irrigation has been 
crucial in a particular climate? 

 Water Scarcity: 
 How does irrigation address the issue of water scarcity in arid and semi-arid 

regions? What are some of the innovative methods used historically or in 
modern times to conserve water? 

 Crop Diversity: 
 Discuss how irrigation has enabled farmers to grow a wider variety of crops, 

even in areas where certain crops wouldn’t naturally thrive. How does this 
impact the diet and economy of a region? 

 Societal Impact: 
 What are some ways in which the development of irrigation systems has 

influenced the growth and development of societies and civilizations? 
 Ask students to examine their model farms and plan where and how they will set up their 

irrigation systems. 
 Encourage them to consider factors like the source of water, type of crops planted, 

and the topography of their model farm. 
 Remind students of the different types of irrigation systems discussed earlier (e.g., 

flood, drip, terracing). 
 Encourage them to think about which system would be most suitable for their 

farm's layout and crop types. 
 Students choose their preferred type of irrigation system and briefly sketch 

or discuss how they will implement it on their model farms. 
 Emphasize the need to ensure that all areas of the farm, especially 

the crop fields, will receive adequate water. 
 Students use the provided materials to build their irrigation systems.  

 For example: 
 Drip Irrigation: Using plastic tubing or straws to direct water to 

specific points. 

 
F
ro

m
 F

o
ra

g
in

g
 t

o
 

F
a
rm

in
g

 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



34 

Origins of  Farming 

 Flood Irrigation: Creating channels or barriers to guide 
water over the fields. 

 Terracing: Setting up stepped levels on sloped terrain, 
using straws or channels to control water flow. 

 If using food coloring, instruct students to mix a 
few drops into their water supply to visualize the 
flow and distribution. 

 Students pour water into their systems to see how it flows and 
distributes across the farm. 

 They should observe if there are areas that are getting too much 
or too little water and make note of any immediate 
improvements needed. 

 Encourage students to experiment with different layouts and see 
the results. 

 Remind them that trial and error is a key part of the learning process. 
 As they work, circulate around the room to offer assistance and pose 

questions that prompt them to think critically about their designs.: 
 Ask students to explain why they chose their specific type of irrigation and 

how it addresses the needs of their farm. 
 Encourage them to consider how their model might translate to a 

real-world scenario. 
 Have a brief wrap-up discussion where a few groups share their 

designs and initial observations. 
 Highlight the importance of efficient water use and how different 

irrigation strategies can help achieve this. 
 Review the key concepts learned about irrigation and its 

importance in both historical and modern farming. 
 Reflect on how this experiment helped them understand the 

practical challenges of farming and the ingenuity required to 
solve them. 

 This expanded irrigation experiment provides students with a 
deeper understanding of agricultural practices and the critical 
role of water management in sustaining crops. By linking 
theory with practical application, the activity helps solidify 
their grasp of fundamental agricultural concepts. 
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Sustainability and Services  
Origin's of Farming— Domestication of Plants -The Beginnings of Agriculture 
 
Domestication of Plants -The Beginnings of Agriculture—Educator Background 
Information 
 
The origins of plant domestication are a fascinating narrative that marks a pivotal shift 
in human history, transforming our species from nomadic hunter-gatherers to settled 
agriculturalists. This journey began approximately 10,000 to 12,000 years ago, in a 
period known as the Neolithic Revolution. 
 
Pre-Domestication Era: Prior to domestication, human societies were largely nomadic, 
relying on hunting wild animals and foraging for wild plants for sustenance. These 
hunter-gatherer communities had a deep understanding of their local flora and fauna, which was 
crucial for their survival. 
 
Birth of Agriculture: The transition to agriculture didn't happen overnight. It was a gradual process 
influenced by climatic changes at the end of the last Ice Age. As the climate warmed, certain 
regions of the world, known as the Fertile Crescent in the Middle East, the Yangtze and Yellow River 
basins in China, Mesoamerica, and the Andes, became lush and rich in biodiversity. These areas 
presented ideal conditions for the growth of wild edible plant species. 
 
Early Domestication: In these fertile regions, humans began to settle, and a profound relationship 
between people and plants developed. As they became more sedentary, these early humans started 
to experiment with cultivating wild plants. This experimentation wasn't a conscious effort to 
"domesticate" plants but rather a gradual process of selecting and nurturing those plants that were 
most beneficial - those that were tastier, larger, or easier to harvest and process. 
 
Genetic Changes and Selective Breeding: Over generations, through a process of unintentional 
selection and later deliberate cultivation, certain traits in these plants became more pronounced. 
Seeds of plants that were less bitter, or that had a delayed natural seed dispersal, were more likely 
to be collected and sown. Over time, this selective breeding led to genetic changes in these plants, 
making them distinct from their wild ancestors. 
 
First Domesticated Crops: Among the first crops to be domesticated were wheat and barley in the 
Middle East, rice in Asia, maize (corn) in Mesoamerica, and potatoes in the Andes. The 
domestication of these plants didn't occur in isolation but alongside the domestication of animals, 
leading to the development of comprehensive agricultural systems. 
 
Impact on Human Societies: The domestication of plants had a monumental impact on human 
societies. It allowed for the development of permanent settlements and the growth of population 
centers. As people were no longer solely dependent on hunting and foraging, they could sustain 
larger populations. This stability gave rise to complex societies, trade, and eventually the birth of 
civilization as we know it. 
 
Legacy of Plant Domestication: Today, the legacy of these first acts of plant domestication is 
evident in every aspect of human life. The vast majority of the food we consume comes from 
species that were domesticated thousands of years ago. This transformative shift in human history 
set the stage for the development of modern societies, influencing everything from our diets to our 
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cultural and societal structures. 
 
Thus, the story of plant domestication is not just a tale of agricultural beginnings but a 
cornerstone in the narrative of human civilization, highlighting the ingenuity and 
adaptability of our ancestors in shaping the natural world to meet their needs. 
 
Real World Connections/Careers 
The study of plant domestication and its historical impact intersects with several 
academic and professional fields. Careers that would explore this topic include: 
Botanists:, Agronomists, Archaeologists, Anthropologists, Historians Paleobotanists, 
Geneticists, Ethnobotanists, Food Scientists 
 
Lesson Objectives 
 Understand the Basics of Plant Domestication: Students will learn what plant domestication is 

and how it differs from wild plant growth. 
 Explore the History of Agriculture: Students will investigate where and how the first agricultural 

practices began. 
 Examine the Process of Selective Breeding: Students will understand how early farmers selected 

plants for specific traits, leading to genetic changes over time. 
 Analyze the Impact of Agriculture on Human Societies: Students will discuss how the advent of 

agriculture influenced human society, culture, and population growth. 
 Reflect on Modern Agriculture: Students will explore how ancient domestication practices relate 

to modern agricultural techniques and challenges. 
 
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS) 
 MS-LS1-5: Conduct an investigation to provide evidence that living things are made of cells; 

either one cell or many different numbers and types of cells. 
 MS-LS3-1: Develop and use a model to describe why structural changes to genes (mutations) 

located on chromosomes may affect proteins and may result in harmful, beneficial, or neutral 
effects to the structure and function of the organism. 

 MS-LS4-5: Gather and synthesize information about the technologies that have changed the 
way humans influence the inheritance of desired traits in organisms. 

 MS-ESS3-3: Apply scientific principles to design a method for monitoring and minimizing a 
human impact on the environment. 

 
Unit Objectives: 
By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
 Describe the concept of plant domestication and its historical significance. 
 Identify key regions and plants involved in the early stages of agriculture. 
 Explain the basic principles of selective breeding and genetic changes in domesticated plants. 
 Discuss how agriculture transformed human societies, economies, and settlement patterns. 
 Relate ancient agricultural practices to current issues in sustainability and food production. 
 
Vocabulary 
 Domestication: The process of adapting wild plants or animals for human use. In plants, 

this often involves selective breeding over generations to enhance desirable traits like yield, 
taste, or ease of harvest. 

 Agriculture: The science, art, and practice of cultivating soil, growing crops, and raising 
livestock. It includes the preparation of plant and animal products for people to use and their 
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distribution to markets. 
 Selective Breeding: The process by which humans breed plants or animals for 

specific genetic traits. Over generations, this leads to changes in the species to 
better serve human needs. 

 Neolithic Revolution: A significant period in human history marked by the 
transition from nomadic hunter-gatherer communities to settled agriculture and 
farming. This transition led to the establishment of permanent settlements and the 
beginnings of civilization. 

 Genetic Modification: The direct manipulation of an organism's genes using 
biotechnology. It's a modern extension of traditional breeding where genetic 
material is modified in a way that does not occur naturally. 

 Monoculture: The agricultural practice of growing a single type of crop over a 
large area. While efficient for mass production, it can lead to reduced biodiversity 
and increased vulnerability to pests and diseases. 

 Biodiversity: The variety and variability of life forms within a given ecosystem, biome, or 
on the entire Earth. It includes the diversity within species, between species, and of ecosystems. 

 Ecosystem: A community of living organisms in conjunction with the nonliving 
components of their environment, interacting as a system. These biotic and abiotic components 
are linked together through nutrient cycles and energy flows. 

 Mutation: A change in a DNA sequence. Mutations can result from DNA copying mistakes 
made during cell division, exposure to ionizing radiation, exposure to chemicals called 
mutagens, or infection by viruses. 

 Cultivation: The act of preparing and using land for growing crops and gardening. It 
includes tilling, planting, and managing crops, often implying human intervention to promote 
growth. 
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Domestication of Plants -The Beginnings of Agriculture (engage) 
 
 Before the class, prepare small bags containing various seeds (e.g., corn, wheat, 

bean, pea, sunflower) and corresponding pictures of the mature plants. Ensure the 
seeds are not labeled. 

 Today, we’re going to embark on a journey back in time, to explore the 
fascinating world of plants and how they've changed through the ages. We'll 
start with an exciting challenge called the 'Mystery of Ancient Seeds.' I have 
here bags containing different types of seeds, and your task is to match them 
with the pictures of the plants they grow into  

 But there’s a catch – these aren’t just any seeds; they are types that 
have been crucial in the history of human agriculture. Let's see how 
well you can guess their identities and learn about their journey from 
wild plants to the crops we know today."  

 Explain to the class that they will participate in a "Mystery Seed Challenge." Their task is 
to match the seeds with the correct pictures of mature plants.  

 Divide the class into small groups and distribute the seed bags and pictures. Allow 
students to examine the seeds and discuss within their groups to make matches.  

 As I hand out these bags of seeds and pictures, I want you to work in groups. Look 
closely at the seeds – observe their size, shape, color, and any other distinguishing 
features. Discuss with your group members and try to match each seed to the 
correct plant picture. Remember, it’s not just about guessing; it’s about observing 
and using those observations to make informed decisions. Ready? Let’s begin! 
Here are some key aspects they should look for: 

 Size and Shape: Seeds come in various sizes and shapes. Some might be 
round, while others could be elongated, flat, or irregular. Encourage 
students to describe the shape in detail. 

 Color and Texture: The color of seeds can range from brown to black, white, 
or even speckled. Texture is also a distinguishing feature - some seeds are 
smooth, others are wrinkled, bumpy, or have a shiny or matte finish. 

 Weight and Density: Students can gently feel the weight of the seeds in 
their hands. Some seeds are surprisingly heavy for their size, while others 
are light and airy. 

 Coat or Husk: Some seeds have a distinct coat or husk. For example, 
sunflower seeds have a hard shell, while bean seeds have a smoother coat. 
Observing these coats can provide clues about the seed's identity. 

 Smell: Occasionally, seeds have a distinct smell. While this is less common, 
students can be encouraged to note if any of the seeds have a particular 
scent. 

 Comparison with Known Seeds: If students are familiar with certain seeds 
(like sunflower or pumpkin seeds), they can compare unfamiliar seeds with 
these to look for similarities or differences. 

 Seed Appendages: Some seeds might have wings (like maple seeds), hooks, 
or other appendages that assist in their natural dispersal. Observing these 
can also provide clues about their identity. 

 Possible Germination Mechanism: Students might hypothesize how the 
seed might germinate based on its features. For example, a hard outer shell 
might indicate a need for scarification (scratching or breaking the seed 
coat) to germinate. 
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 Observations Under Magnification: If microscopes or 
magnifying glasses are available, students can examine seeds 
for finer details like texture and surface patterns which are not 
visible to the naked eye. 

 Encouraging students to make detailed observations will 
not only help them in the seed identification challenge 
but also instill important scientific skills like attention to 
detail, descriptive observation, and hypothesis 
formation. These skills are valuable in many areas of 
scientific study. 

 Take a moment to discuss in your group why you think a particular 
seed matches a specific plant. What features are you looking at? 

 Consider what you already know about these plants.  
 How does that knowledge influence your guesses? 

 "Feel free to share your thoughts with each other. There’s no right or wrong here – 
it’s all about exploration and learning." 

 Use the following page in your science notebook to record your observations, 
predictions, and reflections as we dive into the intriguing world of seeds and 
discover their journey from wild origins to domesticated varieties  

 Presentation of Guesses: Have each group present their seed-plant matches. This 
can be done in a round-robin format, where each group shares one match at a 
time. 

 Reveal Correct Matches: After each presentation, reveal the correct 
matches.  

 Discussion Questions: 
 Surprises and Insights: "Were you surprised by any of the matches? Why or 

why not?"  
 Historical Appearance: "What do you think these plants looked like before 

humans started growing them?" Encourage students to think about how 
domestication might have altered the plants' appearances and 
characteristics. 

 Reasons for Domestication: "Why do you think early humans decided to 
cultivate certain plants?" This question nudges students towards 
considering the factors that might have influenced early agricultural 
choices. 

 Encouraging Critical Thinking: Foster a classroom environment where 
students feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and ideas. 
Emphasize that in science, the process of hypothesizing and 
discovering is as important as knowing the correct answers. 
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Science Notebook Page: Mystery of Ancient Seeds Activity 
Date: _______ 
Group Members: _______________________________ 
 
Activity Instructions: 
 
1. Examine the Seeds: Look at the seeds provided in your group's bag. Describe each type of 
seed you see. Use the space below for notes. 
 

 Seed Type 1: Description _______________________________ 

 Seed Type 2: Description _______________________________ 

 Seed Type 3: Description _______________________________ 

 (Continue as needed) 
 
 

 Predict and Match: Based on your observations, predict which mature plant each seed will 
grow into. Match them with the pictures provided. Record your predictions and reasoning in the ta-
ble below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Group Discussion: Share your predictions with your group. Discuss any differences in opinion 
and come to a consensus. Note down key points from your discussion. 

 Key Discussion Points: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Class Sharing: After the class discussion, write down the correct matches and any surprising 
facts you learned. 

 Correct Matches & Surprising Facts: 
 
 
 
 
Reflection: Reflect on this activity. What did you learn about seed identification and plant do-
mestication? What questions do you have moving forward in this unit? 
 Reflections and Questions 
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Science Notebook Page: Observation and Comparison of Plant Domestication 
Date: _______ 
Name: _______________________________ 
Activity Instructions: 
Observe and compare the physical characteristics of both wild and domesticated plant forms. Record 
your observations in the spaces provided. 

Plant Pair: ____________ (Example: Teosinte and Corn) 
 
Observations of Wild Form: 

 Size: __________________________________________________ 

 Shape: _________________________________________________ 

 Color: __________________________________________________ 

 Seed/Fruit Characteristics: ______________________________ 

 Leaf Structure: _________________________________________ 

 Other Notable Features: _________________________________ 
 
Observations of Domesticated Form: 

 Size: __________________________________________________ 

 Shape: _________________________________________________ 

 Color: __________________________________________________ 

 Seed/Fruit Characteristics: ______________________________ 

 Leaf Structure: _________________________________________ 

 Other Notable Features: _________________________________ 
 

Comparison: 

 Similarities: What features are similar between the wild and domesticated forms?\  
 
 
 
 
 

 Differences: What are the main differences you observed? 

  

  
 

Reflection and Hypotheses: 
 

 Why do you think these changes occurred in the domestication process? 
 
 
 

 How might these changes have been beneficial for early human agriculture? 
 
 

Sketch Area: 
Draw a simple sketch of both the wild and domesticated forms to illustrate the observed differences. 
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Domestication of Plants -The Beginnings of Agriculture (explore) 
 Briefly explain the concept of plant domestication and how it has led to the varieties 

of plants we see today.  
 Plant domestication is the process through which human beings have 

selectively cultivated and bred wild plants over generations to create varieties 
that are more beneficial for human use. This process involves selecting plants 
with desirable traits, such as larger fruits, greater yield, resistance to pests, or 
ease of harvest, and breeding them to reinforce these traits in future 
generations. As a result, domesticated plants often differ significantly from 
their wild ancestors in terms of appearance, taste, and growth characteristics.  

 Introduce the plants they will be examining, mentioning their wild and 
domesticated forms.  

 For a lesson on plant domestication, focusing on plants with clearly 
distinguishable wild and domesticated forms can be very enlightening. 
Here are some excellent examples: 

 Corn (Maize) and Teosinte: Teosinte is the wild ancestor of modern 
maize. It has small, hard kernels, quite different from the large, soft 
kernels of domesticated corn. 

 Wild Mustard and Various Cultivars: Wild mustard has been selectively 
bred to create a variety of vegetables, including broccoli, cauliflower, 
kale, and Brussels sprouts, each selectively bred for specific traits. 

 Wild Carrots and Domesticated Carrots: The wild ancestors of carrots 
were thin, woody, and pale, quite different from the thick, sweet, and 
typically orange carrots we eat today. 

 Wheat and Wild Emmer: Domesticated wheat has larger grains and a 
more robust structure compared to its wild ancestor, wild emmer, 
which has smaller, brittle spikes. 

 Rice and Wild Rice: The differences between cultivated rice and its wild 
counterparts are notable in grain size and how the seeds are attached 
to the stalks. 

 These examples provide a clear contrast between wild and 
domesticated forms, making them ideal for a lesson on plant 
domestication. Observing these plants allows students to 
concretely see the results of centuries of human cultivation and 
selective breeding. 

 When planning the lesson on plant domestication, it's important 
to note that students can examine the plants either in person, if 
live samples are available, or through herbarium specimens of 
historical plants.  

 Herbarium specimens, often found in botanical gardens 
or online collections, provide a preserved record of plant 
species and their variations, including wild ancestors and 
domesticated forms. This flexibility in observing plants 
ensures that the lesson can be effectively conducted 
regardless of the resources available, offering a 
comprehensive learning experience about plant 
domestication  
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 Missouri Botanical Garden Herbarium: The Missouri 
Botanical Garden maintains a herbarium with an 
extensive collection of plant specimens. Their collection 
is accessible online and serves as an excellent 
educational resource for studying various plants and 
their evolutionary history Missouri Botanical Garden  

 Beaty Biodiversity Museum - Pressed Plants: The Beaty 
Biodiversity Museum offers an online collection of 
pressed plants that can be a valuable resource for 
students learning about plant domestication and botany. 
The collection showcases a variety of plant specimens, 
providing an excellent opportunity for students to 
explore different plant species and their characteristics. 
You can access this resource at Beaty Biodiversity Museum. 

 UW Digital Herbarium: The University of Wyoming's Digital 
Herbarium features a comprehensive online collection of herbarium 
specimens. This resource can be used by students to study different 
plant species, including those that have undergone domestication. 
The herbarium's digital platform allows for easy access and 
exploration of various plant specimens. Visit the UW Digital 
Herbarium at University of Wyoming. 

 Harvard University Herbaria & Libraries: Harvard University's Herbaria 
and Libraries provide an extensive collection of plant specimens, 
including an online database that can be used for educational 
purposes. This resource is particularly useful for students interested 
in the detailed study of plant species, their evolution, and the 
process of domestication. The collection can be accessed online at 
Harvard University Herbaria & Libraries. 

 These online collections offer a wide range of plant 
specimens, from common species to those that are more rare 
and exotic, making them ideal for educational exploration and 
study in the context of plant domestication. 

 Divide students into small groups and provide each group with samples or 
images of both wild and domesticated plants. 

 Hand out magnifying glasses and science notebook prompts  
 Sample prompt shown in the last page of this lesson 

 Instruct students to observe the physical characteristics of each plant, 
such as size, color, shape of leaves, stems, and any visible seeds or 
fruits. 

 They should fill out their science notebook log prompts, 
noting the differences and similarities between the wild and 
domesticated forms. 

 Ask students to make quick sketches of both plant forms, 
highlighting the features they observed. 

 Encourage them to write down any thoughts or 
questions they have about how and why these plants 
might have been domesticated based on their 
observations. 
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Extension activity—pressing your own plants 

 Discuss the history of plant pressing, mentioning famous botanists like Carl 
Linnaeus. 

 Carl Linnaeus, also known after his ennoblement as Carl von Linné, was a 
Swedish botanist, physician, and zoologist who lived in the 18th century 
(1707-1778). He is renowned for laying the foundations for the modern 
biological naming scheme of binomial nomenclature. Linnaeus is often 
referred to as the "father of modern taxonomy" for his work in classifying and 
naming organisms in a systematic way.  

 Explain how pressed plants help in studying plant anatomy, 
documenting biodiversity, and creating herbariums. 

 Highlight the role of plant pressing in art, such as creating 

botanical illustrations. 

 For students interested in exploring botanical illustrations that 

feature pressed plants, here are several notable resources: 

 Botanical Art and Artists: This website provides information 

about the top botanical artists and illustrators, offering an 

excellent starting point for students to explore various styles 

and techniques used in botanical illustration, including works 

that may feature pressed plants Botanical Art and Artists. 

 Kew Royal Botanic Gardens - Illustrations and Artefacts 

Collections: The Kew Gardens' Illustrations Collection is a 

world-renowned resource for botanical illustration, offering an 

exceptional visual record for species of plants and fungi. This 

collection, alongside their Artefacts Collection, includes a 

diverse range of items that could be very informative for 

students studying plant pressing and botanical art Kew Royal 

Botanic Gardens. 

 These resources provide valuable insight into the world of botanical 

illustration, showcasing how pressed plants have been used 

historically in art and science. They can serve as excellent educational 

tools for students learning about plant pressing and the artistic 

representation of plants 

 Selecting and Preparing Plants:  

 Selecting plants for pressing and cutting them properly requires both careful 

consideration for the plants' characteristics and adherence to safety measures: 

 Selecting Plants for Pressing 

 Flat and Thin: Choose plants that are naturally flat and thin, as they press more 

easily and evenly. 

 Low Moisture Content: Avoid plants that are overly juicy or succulent, as they can 

mold during the pressing process. 

 Good Condition: Select plants that are free from damage or disease. 
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 Variety: For educational purposes, choose a variety of plants to show 

diversity. 

 Proper Techniques for Cutting Plants 

 Use the Right Tools: Utilize sharp scissors or pruning shears for a clean 

cut. Dull tools can damage the plant. 

 Cut at the Base: Make cuts close to the plant's base to keep as much 

of the stem intact as possible. 

 Safety First: Wear gloves to protect from thorns or irritants, and be 

mindful of your fingers when cutting. 

 Preserving Integrity: Handle the plant gently to avoid bruising or 

crushing delicate parts. 

 Ethical Collection: Collect plants responsibly and ethically, being 

mindful of not damaging natural habitats or collecting rare species  

 Show how to place the plant on a sheet of absorbent paper, arranging leaves 
and petals to display the plant's structure. 

 Step-by-Step Plant Pressing Demonstration: 

 Lay out a clean sheet of absorbent paper on a flat surface. 

 Carefully place the plant on the paper. 

 Arrange the leaves, petals, and other parts to display the 

plant's structure. 

 Avoid overlapping elements. 

 Covering the Plant: 

 Place another sheet of absorbent paper gently over the 

plant. 

 Layering with Cardboard: 

 Place a sheet of cardboard under and over the 

absorbent paper layers encapsulating the plant. 

 Using a Plant Press or Book: 

 If using a plant press:  Place the layered sheets inside the 

press.  Tighten the straps or screws to apply even 

pressure. 

 If using a book: Open the book to the middle and place 

the layered sheets inside.  Close the book gently.  Stack 

additional heavy books on top for added pressure. 

 Store the press or stack of books in a warm, dry place. 

 Check periodically, replacing absorbent paper if it 

becomes too damp 

 This method ensures that the plant is pressed evenly and 

dries out properly, preserving its structure for study or 

display. 
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 Student Practice: 

 Students apply the techniques by pressing their selected plants. 

 They write labels for each specimen, including details 
like the plant's name, collection date, and location. 

 Encourage them to think about the arrangement of the 

plant for optimal drying and display. 

 

Plant Press Label Template 

Plant Name (Common and Scientific): 

 Common Name: ________________________ 

 Scientific Name: ______________________ 
 
Date of Collection:______________ (day/month/year)  
Location of Collection: 
 
 
 
 
(Include as much detail as possible, e.g., city, park, specific area) 
 
 
Collector's Name: 
 
 
Habitat Description: 

 Describe the environment where the plant was collected (e.g., woodland, meadow, 
roadside). 
 
 
 
 
Notes: 

 Any additional information or observations about the plant or its surroundings. 
 

 

This label provides crucial information for each plant specimen, aiding in its 

identification and contextual understanding. It's an essential part of the plant pressing 

process, especially for botanical studies or herbarium contributions. 
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 Rice: 
 Wild Ancestor: Rice's wild ancestor is a grass called Oryza 

rufipogon, which is native to Southeast Asia. 
 Domestication Process: Rice cultivation began around 9,000 

years ago in regions like China and India. 
 Selective Breeding: Early rice farmers favored plants with traits 

such as non-shattering seeds, improved grain size, and 
resistance to pests and diseases. 

 Transformation: Through centuries of selective breeding, 
various rice varieties were developed, including the well-
known indica and japonica rice subspecies. 

 Potatoes: 
 Wild Ancestor: The wild ancestor of the potato is a plant called 

Solanum tuberosum, which is native to the Andes in South 
America. 

 Domestication Process: Indigenous peoples in the Andes 
began cultivating potatoes over 7,000 years ago. 

 Selective Breeding: They selected potatoes with edible and less 
bitter tubers for cultivation. 

 Transformation: Over time, this led to the development of a 
wide variety of potato cultivars with different shapes, colors, 
and flavors. 

 These examples illustrate how early human populations recognized the 
potential of wild plants and, through selective breeding, transformed them 
into domesticated varieties with characteristics better suited for agriculture 
and human consumption. Domestication significantly contributed to the 
development of stable food sources and the growth of human civilizations. 

 Our discussion on plant domestication has given us insights into the ingenuity of 
early farmers. It's time to put your knowledge to the test in 'Evolutionary Botanist,' 
where you'll work on evolving plants and overcoming challenges just as our 
ancestors  

 Group Formation  

 Instruct the students to divide themselves into small groups, ensuring 
that each group has access to a game set. 

 If the class is already divided into pre-assigned groups, confirm that 
each group has a game set. 

 Guided Start 

 Gather all the groups together and provide an overview of how to 
start the game: 

 Explain that the game begins at the Neolithic Era Station and 
progresses along the timeline to the Modern Era Station. 

 Clarify that players move their game pieces by rolling the dice and 
must reach specific Evolution Stations to evolve plants. 

 Highlight the importance of collecting both wild plant cards and 
event cards to evolve plants successfully. 

 Mention that the goal is to earn points by evolving plants and that 
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Domestication of Plants -The Beginnings of Agriculture (explanation)  

 Begin the lesson by asking students if they have ever thought about where the 
food they eat comes from and how it has changed over time. 

 Explain that today's lesson will focus on the domestication of plants, a 
crucial step in the development of agriculture. 

 Plant Evolution through Natural Selection: 

 Adaptation to Environmental Changes: Plants, like all living 
organisms, have evolved over millions of years to adapt to 
their changing environments. This process is driven primarily 
by natural selection, a fundamental mechanism in evolution. 

 Variation in Plant Traits: Within any plant population, there is 
natural variation in traits such as size, shape, color, and 
resistance to pests and diseases. These variations are due to 
genetic diversity. 

 Environmental Pressures: The natural world presents various 
challenges and pressures, including climate changes, 
competition for resources, and interactions with herbivores 
and pathogens. Plants that possess traits better suited to their 
environment have a survival advantage. 

 Selective Advantage: In the context of plant evolution, traits 
that provide a selective advantage are more likely to be 
passed on to the next generation.  

 For example:  Plants with traits that make them more 
drought-resistant are more likely to survive and 
reproduce in arid regions. 

 Plants with thorns or bitter-tasting leaves may be less 
attractive to herbivores, reducing the chances of being 
eaten. 

 Role of Natural Selection in Shaping Plant Characteristics: 

 Size and Shape: Over time, natural selection has shaped the 
size and shape of plants to optimize their ability to capture 
sunlight for photosynthesis and compete for space. Taller 
plants may have an advantage in reaching sunlight, while 
broader leaves can capture more light energy. 

 Resistance to Pests and Diseases: Plants have developed 
various defense mechanisms against herbivores and 
pathogens through natural selection. These mechanisms 
include the production of toxic compounds, thorns, spines, or 
sticky substances that deter or trap potential threats. 

 Reproductive Strategies: Natural selection has also influenced 
the reproductive strategies of plants. Some plants produce a 
large number of small seeds, while others produce fewer but 
larger seeds, each with its advantages in different ecological 
contexts. 

 Early Human Role in Plant Domestication: 

 Selective Breeding: Early humans played a significant role in 
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plant domestication through a process known as selective 
breeding or artificial selection. They recognized desirable traits 
in wild plants and deliberately chose to cultivate and 
propagate those plants with these traits. 

 Cultivation of Edible Crops: Humans selectively bred plants to favor 
characteristics such as larger and more nutritious seeds, tastier fruits, 
and reduced bitterness. For example, the transformation of wild 
grasses into wheat and barley and the evolution of wild teosinte into 
maize (corn) are prime examples of this process. 

 Domestication of Medicinal and Ornamental Plants: Beyond food 
crops, humans also domesticated plants for medicinal purposes and 
aesthetic appeal. They selected plants with specific medicinal 
properties or attractive flowers for cultivation. 

 Humans, through their actions and selective breeding, have 
further influenced the development of plants to meet their 
needs for food, medicine, and aesthetics. This dual process of 
natural and artificial selection has played a crucial role in the 
diversity and adaptability of plant species that we see today. 

 Real-Life Examples: Present examples of how certain plants have been 
domesticated, like the transformation of wild maize into modern corn. 

 Maize (Corn): 

 Wild Ancestor: The wild ancestor of maize is a grass called 
teosinte, which originated in Central America. 

 Domestication Process: Early Mesoamerican civilizations, such 
as the Maya and Aztecs, began cultivating teosinte around 
9,000 years ago. 

 Selective Breeding: Through generations of selective breeding, 
they favored teosinte plants with larger, more productive ears 
and kernels. 

 Transformation: Over time, this selective breeding transformed 
teosinte into the modern maize or corn we know today, with 
larger, more numerous kernels on a single cob. 

 Wheat: 
 Wild Ancestor: Wheat's wild ancestor is a grass called einkorn 

wheat, which originated in the Fertile Crescent (modern-day 
Middle East). 

 Domestication Process: Around 10,000 years ago, ancient 
farmers began cultivating einkorn wheat. 

 Selective Breeding: Farmers selected wheat plants with 
desirable traits such as larger grains, non-shattering seed 
heads, and easier threshing. 

 Transformation: This selective breeding eventually led to the 
development of different wheat varieties, including emmer 
wheat, spelt, and eventually modern common wheat (Triticum 
aestivum). 
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the player with the most points at the end wins. 

 Emphasize that you will be available to answer questions and provide 
assistance as they play. 

 Group Activity 
 Have each group set up their game boards, distribute the necessary 

cards, and choose their game pieces. 
 Encourage groups to begin playing, ensuring they follow the game's 

instructions. 
 As groups start, use the whiteboard or chart paper to display key 

game rules, such as the criteria for evolving plants at different 
Evolution Stations and the effects of event and challenge cards. 

 Evolutionary Botanist - A Plant Evolution Game  

 Evolutionary Botanist is an engaging and educational board 
game that allows players to explore the history of agriculture 
and the domestication of plants through strategic play and 
challenges. The game aims to teach players about how plants 
have evolved over time due to human intervention. 

Game Setup: 

 Players choose game pieces and place them at the starting 
point on the game board. 

 Cards representing wild plants and their domesticated 
counterparts are shuffled and placed on designated spaces 
on the board. 

 Event and challenge cards are also shuffled and placed on 
their respective spaces. 
Gameplay Mechanics: 

 Players take turns rolling the dice and advancing along the 
timeline on the game board. 

 To evolve a plant, players need both the corresponding 
wild plant card and a specific event card aligned with the 
era they are in. 

 Successfully evolving a plant earns points based on the era, 
with higher points for earlier eras. 

 Players can trade plant cards among themselves, adding a 
strategic element to the game. 

 Event and challenge cards can affect a player's ability to 
evolve plants or their progress on the board. 
Evolution Station Criteria: 

 Different stations on the timeline correspond to specific 
eras in agricultural history and have unique criteria for 
evolving plants. 

 Circulate around the room, observing the groups 
as they play, and ensure that they are following 
the rules correctly 

 Be available to answer any questions, clarify 
rules, and provide assistance when needed 
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 Players must meet the era-specific criteria and often 
need certain event cards to successfully evolve their 
plants. 

 The Modern Era station allows for the evolution 
of all plant types, reflecting advanced agricultural 
technology and genetic research. 

 End Game and Winning: 

 The game concludes when all players reach the 
modern era at the end of the timeline. 

 Players count their domesticated plant card 
points based on the era in which they were 
evolved. 

 The player with the most evolved plants and the 
highest total points is declared the winner. 

 Evolutionary Botanist provides an 
enjoyable and educational experience, 
teaching players about the fascinating 
history of plant evolution, agricultural 
advancements, and the critical role 
humans have played in shaping the plants 
we rely on for food and other purposes. 
Players must strategize, adapt to 
challenges, and make smart trades to 
succeed in this captivating journey 
through the evolution of plants. 

 After ensuring that each group is set up with their game 
board, cards, and pieces, and that they have a clear 
understanding of the game's rules and objectives, invite the 
students to begin the simulation, applying their knowledge of 
plant domestication and evolution in the engaging 
'Evolutionary Botanist' board game."  

 Encourage group discussions and strategic thinking 
 These questions can stimulate thoughtful discussions 

and reflections among your students: 
 How did early humans contribute to the domestication 

of plants, and why was this process essential for the 
development of agriculture? 

 What are some key differences between wild plants and 
their domesticated counterparts in terms of 
characteristics and usefulness? 

 Can you name a few examples of domesticated plants 
that have become staples in our diets, and what are the 
benefits of their domestication? 

 In the game "Evolutionary Botanist," what strategies did 
your group employ to successfully evolve plants? Were 
there any challenges you faced? 

 How did event and challenge cards in the game affect 
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your decision-making and progress? Can you provide 
examples? 

 Were there any key moments in the game when you 
had to make choices that mirrored the decisions early 
farmers would have faced during plant domestication? 

 In the Modern Era Station of the game, there are fewer 
restrictions on evolving plants. How did this freedom 
impact your choices and strategies? 

 What did you learn about the history of agriculture and 
the role of humans in shaping plant evolution through 
your experience with "Evolutionary Botanist"? 

 How does the game simulate the complexities and 
challenges faced by early agricultural societies during 
the domestication of plants? 

 If you could make any changes or improvements to the 
game to make it more educational or engaging, what 
would you suggest? 

 Gather the groups together for a brief wrap-up: 
 Ask each group to share their experiences and any challenges 

they encountered during the game. 
Emphasize the importance of strategic thinking and 
decision-making in the game. 
Mention that this activity allows them to apply their 
knowledge of plant domestication in a fun and interactive 
way. 
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Evolutionary Botanist: A Plant Evolution Game—Examines how plants have evolved 
over time due to human intervention: 
 
Objective: To navigate through the history of agriculture, evolving plants from 
their wild ancestors to modern domesticated forms through strategic play and 
overcoming challenges.  
 
Setup: 
Place the game board on a flat surface. 
Each player chooses a game piece and places it at the start. 
Shuffle and place the plant, event, and challenge cards on their designated spaces on 
the board. 
 
Game Setup: 
Cards: Create two sets of cards - one depicting wild plants and the other their 
domesticated counterparts. Include information about each plant's characteristics and 
how they've changed. 
 
Wild Plant Cards 
Teosinte (Neolithic Era Station) 
Characteristics: Hard, small kernels; ancestor of maize. 
Evolution Criteria: Can evolve into maize (corn) in the Neolithic Era Station. 
 
Wild Mustard (Bronze Age Station) 
Characteristics: Small leaves, flowers. 
Evolution Criteria: Can evolve into vegetables like broccoli, cauliflower, and kale in the 
Bronze Age Station with the "Irrigation Discovery" event card. 
 
Wild Carrot (Bronze Age Station) 
Characteristics: Thin, white root; bitter taste. 
Evolution Criteria: Can evolve into domesticated carrot in the Bronze Age Station with 
the "Plow Invention" event card. 
 
Wild Apple (Middle Ages Station) 
Characteristics: Small, sour fruits. 
Evolution Criteria: Can evolve into modern apples in the Middle Ages Station with the 
"Trade Route Expansion" event card. 
 
Wild Potato (Industrial Revolution Station) 
Characteristics: Small, toxic tubers. 
Evolution Criteria: Can evolve into domesticated potatoes in the Industrial Revolution 
Station with the "Farming Technology Advancement" event card. 
 
Wild Plant Cards 
Maize (Corn) - Evolved from Teosinte (Neolithic Era) 
Characteristics: Large, soft kernels; high yield. 
Evolved With: Basic selective breeding techniques. 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



55 

Origins of  Farming 

 
Th

e
 B

e
gi

n
n

in
gs

 o
f 

A
gr

ic
u

lt
u

re
 

 
Broccoli - Evolved from Wild Mustard (Bronze Age) 
Characteristics: Large flowering head, edible stems. 
Evolved With: Selective breeding for larger flower clusters. 
 
Domesticated Carrot - Evolved from Wild Carrot (Bronze Age) 
Characteristics: Large, orange root; sweet flavor. 
Evolved With: Selection for larger, sweeter roots. 
 
Modern Apple - Evolved from Wild Apple (Middle Ages) 
Characteristics: Large, sweet fruits in various colors. 
Evolved With: Cross-breeding for taste and size. 
 
Domesticated Potato - Evolved from Wild Potato (Industrial Revolution) 
Characteristics: Large, edible tubers; diverse varieties. 
Evolved With: Selection for non-toxic, larger tubers. 
 
 
Cards:  Events and challenges  
 
Event Cards 
Neolithic Agricultural Techniques 
Use: Assists in evolving grains and legumes at the Neolithic Era Station. 
Description: "Discover ancient farming methods to evolve basic grains like wheat and 
barley." 
 
Irrigation Discovery (Bronze Age) 
Use: Needed for evolving root crops and early fruits at the Bronze Age Station. 
Description: "Unlock the ability to evolve plants like wild carrots and wild mustard into 
domesticated varieties." 
 
Plow Invention (Bronze Age) 
Use: Facilitates the evolution of basic grains and legumes. 
Description: "Advances in plowing technology allow for more efficient grain and 
legume evolution." 
 
Trade Route Expansion (Middle Ages) 
Use: Enables evolution of exotic plants and fruits. 
Description: "Expanding trade routes bring new plant varieties for evolution." 
 
Farming Technology Advancement (Industrial Revolution) 
Use: Essential for evolving crops like potatoes and corn. 
Description: "Industrial-era farming innovations boost the evolution of mass 
production crops." 
 
Challenge Cards 
Drought Season 
Effect: Stalls evolution progress for a turn. 
Description: "A harsh drought affects your crops. Skip a turn to conserve water." 
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Pest Infestation 
Effect: Risk losing a plant card. 
Description: "Pests attack! Choose to discard a plant or lose your next turn." 
 
Crop Disease Outbreak 
Effect: Quarantine one plant card. 
Description: "A disease outbreak quarantines one of your plants, pausing its 
evolution." 
 
Unexpected Frost 
Effect: Freezes evolution of a plant. 
Description: "A sudden frost hits. The evolution of one plant is frozen for two turns." 
 
Labor Dispute 
Effect: Delays evolution process. 
Description: "Labor disputes slow down your farming. Evolution takes an extra turn." 
 
Seed Predation 
Effect: Lose a newly acquired plant card. 
Description: "Animals eat your seeds! Lose one of your recent plant cards." 
 
Market Collapse 
Effect: Forces trade of a high-value plant. 
Description: "The crop market collapses. Trade one of your high-value plants with 
another player." 
 
Flood 
Effect: Risk of losing certain plants. 
Description: "Flooding endangers your crops. Risk losing plants that aren't adapted to 
wet conditions." 
 
Invasive Species 
Effect: Discard a plant or lose turns. 
Description: "An invasive species threatens your crops. Discard a plant or lose two 
turns removing it." 
 
Equipment Malfunction 
Effect: Loses a turn. 
Description: "Your farming equipment breaks down. Lose a turn for repairs." 
 
Evolution Station Criteria  
Each Evolution Station corresponds to a specific era on the timeline and has unique 
criteria for evolving plants.  
 
Neolithic Era Station: 
Criteria: Only basic grains and legumes can be evolved (e.g., wheat, barley, peas). 
Required: Must have at least one corresponding wild plant card. 
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Bronze Age Station: 
Criteria: Root crops and early fruits can be evolved (e.g., carrots, apples). 
Required: Discovery of irrigation or plow (Event card) enhances evolution success. 
 
Middle Ages Station: 
Criteria: Expansion to new varieties of fruits and vegetables (e.g., oranges, cabbages). 
Required: Connection to trade routes (Event card) for exotic plant evolution. 
 
Industrial Revolution Station: 
Criteria: Mass production crops (e.g., corn, potatoes). 
Required: Advancements in farming technology (Event card). 
 
Modern Era Station 
Criteria: Allows for the evolution of all plant types, including modern hybrids and 
genetically modified crops. 
Required: While specific scientific breakthroughs (Event cards) can expedite evolution, 
any plant can be evolved at this station due to the advancements in modern 
agricultural techniques and biotechnology. 
Note: This station represents the pinnacle of agricultural science, where the barriers of 
traditional plant breeding have been surpassed, allowing for a wide range of 
evolutionary possibilities. 
Players must meet the station's era-specific criteria and often need to have collected 
certain event cards to successfully evolve their plants. This mechanic reflects the 
historical advancements in agricultural practices and technologies 
 
Gameplay Instructions for "Evolutionary Botanist" 
Starting the Game: 
 Each player starts at the beginning of the timeline with two wild plant cards.  
 Each game player receives one game piece 
 Each player rolls the dice. The highest roller starts, and play proceeds clockwise. 
 Shuffle the event and challenge decks, placing them on the designated spaces on 

the board.  
 
Gameplay Mechanics: 
 Players take turns rolling the dice and advancing their pieces along the timeline. 
 When landing on an Evolution Station, the player must pause their journey. 
 To evolve a plant, the player needs the corresponding wild plant card and the 

specific event card that aligns with the station's era. 
 Successfully evolving a plant requires trading both the wild plant and event card 

for the domesticated plant card, which is then placed in the player's score area 
 Modern Era Evolution: In the Modern Era station, all types of plants can be 

evolved regardless of the specific event cards. This reflects the advanced 
agricultural technology and genetic research of the modern age, allowing 
for a wider range of plant evolution possibilities.  

 Evolved plants (domesticated plant cards) are placed in your score area. 
 Successfully evolving a plant earns points based on the era: 

 Neolithic Era: 5 points per evolved plant. 
 Bronze Age: 4 points per evolved plant. 
 Middle Ages: 3 points per evolved plant. 
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 Industrial Revolution: 2 points per evolved plant. 
 Modern Era: 1 point per evolved plant. 
 Note: It's important to keep track of your points as you play. Write 

down the points you earn for each evolved plant in your score area, 
and tally your total score at the end of the game. This will help in 
determining the winner accurately.  

 
Drawing Event and Challenge Cards: 
 If a player lands on an event or challenge space, they draw the top card from the 

respective deck and follow its instructions, which may affect their ability to evolve 
plants or their progress on the board 

 
Trading Mechanism: 
 Players can trade plant cards among themselves during their turn, facilitating 

strategic gameplay. 
 
End Game and Winning: 
The game concludes when all players reach the modern era at the end of the timeline. 
Players count their domesticated plant card points; the player with the most evolved 
plants is declared the winner. 
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Domestication of Plants -The Beginnings of Agriculture (Elaborate) 
 Begin the lesson by engaging the students in a discussion about the importance of 

innovation in solving real-world problems.  
 Ask questions such as: 

 What is innovation, and why is it important in our daily lives? 
 Can you think of any examples of innovations that have improved 

farming or agriculture? 
 Agricultural Revolution (10,000-12,000 years ago): 

 Transition from hunting and gathering to settled 
farming communities. 

 Domestication of plants and animals, leading to the 
cultivation of crops and raising livestock. 

 Use of simple tools like hand-held digging sticks and 
stone implements. 

 Ancient Agriculture (3,000-6,000 years ago): 
 Expansion of farming techniques, including plowing 

with animals like oxen. 
 Development of irrigation systems to manage water 

resources. 
 Adoption of crop rotation to maintain soil fertility. 
 The use of natural fertilizers like manure. 

 Medieval Agriculture (5th-15th centuries): 
 Introduction of the three-field crop rotation system, 

improving soil health. 
 Widespread use of wooden plows and windmills for 

grinding grain. 
 Shift from subsistence farming to more specialized 

production for trade. 
 Agricultural Revolution (18th-19th centuries): 

 Advancements in farming machinery, including the 
mechanical plow and threshing machines. 

 The development of seed drills and improved crop 
varieties. 

 Increased use of animal power for plowing and 
transportation. 

 Enclosure movement in Europe, consolidating land into 
larger, more efficient farms. 

 Industrial Agriculture (20th century): 
 Mechanization of agriculture with the introduction of 

tractors and combine harvesters. 
 Widespread use of chemical fertilizers, pesticides, and 

herbicides. 
 Adoption of monoculture farming, focusing on high-

yield crops. 
 Growth of factory farming for livestock production. 
 Increased reliance on fossil fuels for energy and 
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transportation. 
 Modern Sustainable Agriculture (late 20th century-present): 

 Emphasis on sustainable and organic farming 
practices. 

 Precision agriculture using technology for crop 
management and resource optimization. 

 Integration of biotechnology, such as genetically 
modified crops. 

 Conservation tillage to reduce soil erosion and 
improve soil health. 

 Diversification of crops and cultivation techniques to 
reduce reliance on chemicals. 

 Adoption of digital tools, data analytics, and robotics 
in farming. 

 Organic farming, permaculture, and agroforestry 
gaining popularity. 

 Sustainable livestock management and animal welfare 
practices. 

 Future Trends: 
 Continued adoption of smart farming technologies, 

including autonomous machinery and drones. 
 Increased focus on regenerative agriculture to restore 

soil health and ecosystem balance. 
 Development of alternative protein sources, like lab-

grown meat and plant-based proteins. 
 Climate-resilient farming practices to address the 

challenges posed by climate change. 
 Sustainable and ethical food production practices to 

meet consumer demands. 
 These changes in farm practices reflect the ongoing 

evolution of agriculture, with a growing emphasis on 
sustainability, efficiency, and responsible resource 
management to meet the demands of a growing global 
population while minimizing environmental impacts 

 What are some of the current challenges faced by farmers around 
the world? 

 Introduce the main activity by explaining that students will have the 
opportunity to become innovators themselves. They will work in groups to 
tackle a modern farming challenge by designing their own invention or 
innovation 

 Divide the class into small groups and assign each group a specific 
modern farming challenge to address.  

 Before assigning groups their specific problems, categorize the 
modern farming challenges into different problem categories. This 
helps ensure that each group addresses a distinct challenge. Some 
common problem categories might include: 
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 Environmental Sustainability (e.g., soil degradation, water 
scarcity, climate change). 

 Crop Management and Yield Improvement (e.g., pest control, 
crop diseases, nutrient management). 

 Livestock and Animal Welfare (e.g., efficient animal farming, 
humane practices). 

 Labor and Automation (e.g., labor shortages, farm 
automation). 

 Food Security and Distribution (e.g., access to nutritious food, 
reducing food waste). 

 Sustainable Agriculture Practices (e.g., organic farming, 
regenerative agriculture). 

 Technology and Innovation (e.g., using AI, drones, or 
biotechnology in farming). 

 Create assignment cards or slips, each with one of the 
problem categories written on it. For example, you 
might have cards that say "Crop Management and 
Yield Improvement," "Sustainable Agriculture 
Practices," "Food Security and Distribution," and so on. 
Make sure to have enough cards for each group in 
your class.  

 Provide them with research materials (books, articles, websites) 
related to their assigned challenge.  

 Some example challenges could include climate change, soil 
degradation, pest control, water scarcity, labor shortages, or 
sustainability. 

 For middle school students researching environmental 
challenges, here are some accessible and educational 
sources: 

 Climate Change: 
 Books & Articles: "Climate Change - A Global 

Issue" from the Dag Hammarskjöld Library offers 
a collection of books that can be searched 
through their library catalog. 

 Websites: The US Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) website provides information on 
climate change research, its impacts, and 
sustainable solutions. 

 Soil Degradation: 
 Books: "Understanding Soils: Their Functions, 

Use and Degradation" is a part of the 
Innovations in Landscape Research book series 
that explains the crucial functions and 
ecosystem services of soil. 

 Articles: MDPI publishes articles on "Restoring 
Soil Quality to Mitigate Soil Degradation", 
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discussing major soil degradation processes and 
solutions. 

 Pest Control: 
 Websites: ResearchGate offers a vast collection 

of PDFs, articles, and research papers on pest 
control, suitable for a more in-depth 
understanding. 

 Journals: The Journal of Pest Science, available 
on Springer, covers all aspects of pest science in 
various environments. 

 Water Scarcity: 
 Articles: Nature Communications has an article 

on "Evaluating the economic impact of water 
scarcity in a changing world", which can provide 
insights into the broader implications of this 
issue. 

 Websites: The section of Water Use and Scarcity 
on the MDPI website publishes research on 
various topics related to water use and scarcity. 

 Labor Shortages: 
 Articles: The article "Is there a labor shortage?" 

on PubMed Central discusses the developments 
in the US labor market, which could be relevant 
for understanding labor shortages. 

 Websites: The Conference Board website offers 
insights into "US Labor Shortages: Challenges 
and Solutions". 

 Sustainability: 
 Articles: Nature's "Top 100 in Sustainability - 

2022" collection highlights significant 
sustainability papers, suitable for young 
researchers. 

 Websites: The JSTOR Sustainability Collection 
features journals, ebooks, and research reports 
in the field of sustainability, accessible for 
middle school students. 

 These sources are tailored to be informative yet 
understandable for middle school students, providing a 
balanced mix of depth and accessibility in various 
environmental topics. 

 Explain to the students that they are now responsible for 
researching, brainstorming, and designing an innovative 
solution or invention to address the problem within their 
assigned category.  

 Emphasize the importance of creativity, feasibility, and 
potential impact in their solutions.  
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 Instruct each group to spend time researching and 
understanding the problem they have been assigned. They 
should take notes on the causes, consequences, and current 
solutions related to their specific challenge. 

 Throughout the activity, monitor the progress of each 
group and offer guidance and support as needed. 
Encourage students to think critically and consider 
various aspects of their chosen problem, including 
economic, environmental, and social factors.  

 Have each group begin by discussing and clearly defining the 
specific problem within their assigned problem category.  

 Encourage them to answer questions like: 
 What are the root causes of this problem? 
 Who is affected by this problem? 
 Are there any existing solutions or technologies addressing 

this problem? 
 Idea Generation 

 Encourage students to brainstorm as many potential solutions 
as possible.  

 Remind them that during this phase, there are no "bad" 
ideas, and creativity is essential. 

 They can use brainstorming techniques like mind 
mapping, SWOT analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities, Threats), or the "5 Whys" method to 
explore the problem deeply. 

 Here's how the "5 Whys" technique works: 
 Identify the Problem: Start by clearly 

defining the problem you want to 
address. This problem should be 
something specific and measurable. 

 Ask "Why?": Ask why the problem 
occurred, and record the answer. This 
answer should be a simple and concise 
statement that explains why the problem 
happened. 

 Repeat the Process: Take the answer from 
the previous step and ask "why" again. 
Continue this process for each answer 
you receive. Each "why" should lead you 
to another cause or reason behind the 
problem. 

 Continue Until You Reach the Root Cause: 
Continue asking "why" and probing 
deeper into the causes of the problem 
until you reach a point where further 
questioning does not yield any additional 
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insights. The root cause is usually the 
point at which further questioning 
doesn't reveal a deeper cause. 

 Address the Root Cause: Once you've 
identified the root cause, you can take 
corrective actions to address it. These 
actions should aim to eliminate or 
mitigate the root cause, which will help 
prevent the problem from recurring in 
the future. 

 Discuss the potential benefits and drawbacks of each 
idea as they generate them. 

 Idea Selection 
 Guide students to evaluate the feasibility and potential 

impact of each idea. Help them narrow down their list 
of potential solutions to one or two ideas that they 
believe are the most promising. 

 Encourage them to consider factors like cost, 
scalability, and practicality. 

 Creating Visual Representations  
 In this step, students should focus on visually 

representing their chosen solution or innovation in 
more detail. 

 Encourage them to take the rough sketches they 
created earlier and refine them to make their 
ideas clearer and more visually appealing. 

 Students can use rulers or templates for straight lines, 
add labels and captions, and use color to differentiate 
elements in their sketches. 

 Emphasize that this is an opportunity to clarify 
their ideas and ensure that the visual 
representation effectively communicates the key 
aspects of their solution. 

 Remind students to include the following elements in 
their refined sketches: 

 A detailed description of their solution. 
 The specific problem it addresses. 
 How it works. 
 Expected benefits and impacts on modern 

farming. 
 Potential challenges and limitations. 
 Visual representations or diagrams if applicable. 

 By including these additional details, 
students will understand that they have 
the opportunity to enhance the clarity 
and completeness of their visual 
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representations during this step of the 
process. This will help ensure that their 
ideas are effectively communicated to 
their peers and the class when they 
present their solutions. 

 Final Visual Representation 
 Provide groups with the necessary materials to create 

their final visual representation. This could be a poster 
board, digital presentation software, or any other 
chosen format. 

 Encourage them to use text, images, diagrams, 
and other visuals to clearly convey their 
solution's details. Remind them to include: 

 A detailed description of their solution. 
 The specific problem it addresses. 
 How it works. 
 Expected benefits and impacts on 

modern farming. 
 Potential challenges and limitations. 
 Visual representations or diagrams if 

applicable. 
 Presentation Preparation (if required) 

 If presentations are scheduled for the next class or as 
part of the assignment, instruct each group to prepare 
a brief oral presentation that summarizes their solution 
and its significance. 

 Encourage them to practice their presentations 
to ensure they stay within the allotted time. 
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Sustainability and Services  
Origin's of Farming— Geography and the Spreading of Agriculture 
 
Geography and the Spreading of Agriculture:  Educator Background Information 
 
Agriculture, often referred to as the "birth of civilization," is a foundational human 
activity that has shaped the course of history. This unit will take middle school 
students on a journey through time, exploring the remarkable story of how agriculture 
originated, spread, and transformed human societies. 
 
Key Themes and Concepts: 
Agriculture as a Catalyst for Civilization: Agriculture represents a turning point in 
human history, marking the shift from nomadic hunting and gathering to settled 
farming communities. It allowed humans to produce surplus food, leading to 
population growth, the development of permanent settlements, and the emergence 
of complex civilizations. 
 
Geographical Origins of Agriculture: Middle school students will learn about the 
geographical regions where agriculture independently emerged, such as the fertile 
river valleys of the Tigris and Euphrates (Mesopotamia), the Nile (Egypt), the Indus 
(India), and the Yangtze (China). They will explore how these regions provided the 
necessary environmental conditions for agriculture to thrive. Additionally, students 
will be introduced to the Cahokia people, who were the masterful builders of 
monumental structures in the Mississippi River Valley. This remarkable indigenous 
culture will be highlighted as an example of an independent emergence of advanced 
societies outside the traditional river valleys. Their achievements in mound-building 
and resource management will showcase the diversity of human ingenuity and 
adaptability in different geographical contexts.  
 
Spread of Agricultural Practices: The unit will delve into the fascinating story of how 
agriculture spread across continents and regions. Students will discover the various 
factors, including climate, geography, and cultural diffusion, that influenced the 
diffusion of crops, livestock, and farming techniques. 
 
Impact on Societies and Culture: Students will explore how agriculture reshaped 
human societies. They will examine how surplus food production led to the 
development of specialized occupations, the growth of trade, and the rise of complex 
social hierarchies. The unit will also delve into the cultural and societal changes 
brought about by farming, including religious beliefs, artistic expressions, and social 
norms. 
 
Environmental Consequences: Understanding the environmental impact of agriculture 
is crucial. Students will learn about the long-term consequences of farming practices 
on ecosystems, including soil erosion, deforestation, and the depletion of natural 
resources. They will also explore the ways in which different societies adapted to or 
mitigated these environmental challenges. 
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Innovations and Sustainability: The unit will highlight key innovations in agriculture, 
from early tools like plows and sickles to modern technologies such as genetic 
engineering and precision farming. Students will reflect on the ongoing quest for 
sustainable and environmentally responsible farming practices. 
 
Global Perspective: Agriculture is a global endeavor. Middle school students will gain 
insights into the interconnection of agricultural systems across the world. They will 
explore the impact of globalization on food production, distribution, and trade. 
 
Contemporary Issues: The unit will connect historical agricultural practices to current 
challenges and opportunities in the field of agriculture. Students will examine topics 
like food security, sustainable farming practices, and debates surrounding modern 
technologies like genetically modified organisms (GMOs). 
 
By immersing middle school students in this multifaceted exploration of agriculture, 
educators will equip them with a deeper understanding of the historical, 
geographical, and societal dimensions of this essential human activity. This unit will 
not only illuminate the past but also inspire critical thinking about the future of 
agriculture and its role in a rapidly changing world. 
 
Real World Connections/Careers 
Many real-world careers are related to the study of agriculture, its history, and its 
impact on society. These careers encompass a wide range of fields and industries, 
each with its unique focus and responsibilities. Here are some examples of careers 
that involve the study of agriculture: Agricultural Scientist, Historian of Agriculture,  
Crop Consultant, Ethnobotanist, Archaeologist, Food Historian  
 
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS): 
 
MS-ESS3-3: Apply scientific principles to design a method for monitoring and 
minimizing a human impact on the environment. 
MS-ESS3-4: Construct an argument supported by evidence for how increases in 
human population and per-capita consumption of natural resources impact Earth's 
systems. 
 
What Students Would Be Able to Do: 
By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
 Analyze historical and archaeological evidence to understand the origins of 

agriculture. 
 Locate and describe the geographical regions where early agriculture emerged, 

such as the Fertile Crescent, Nile Valley, and Indus Valley. 
 Explain how environmental factors like climate and geography influenced the 

development of agriculture in different regions. 
 Trace the spread of agriculture to other parts of the world, considering factors like 

trade, migration, and cultural diffusion. 
 Investigate the impact of agriculture on human societies, including changes in 

population, social structures, and technology. 
 Explore the environmental consequences of early agricultural practices, such as 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



68 

 

Origins of  Farming 

 
G

e
o

g
ra

p
h

y
  

soil erosion and deforestation. 
 Examine innovations in agriculture, from early tools to modern 

technologies, and their role in food production. 
 Discuss the ongoing challenges and opportunities of modern agriculture, 

including sustainability and food security. 
Vocabulary 
Agriculture: The practice of cultivating crops and raising livestock for food, 
fiber, and other products needed by humans. 
Agricultural Revolution: A significant period in human history when humans 
transitioned from hunting and gathering to settled farming, leading to the 
development of agriculture. 
Domestication: The process by which wild plants and animals are selectively 
bred and adapted for human use and control, typically for agricultural purposes. 
Nomadic: Referring to a lifestyle characterized by moving from one place to 
another in search of food and resources, rather than settling in one location. 
Sedentary: Relating to a settled way of life where people establish permanent 
communities or villages. 
Fertile Crescent: A historical region in the Middle East, including parts of 
modern-day Iraq, Syria, and Turkey, known for its fertile soil and early agricultural 
development. 
Crop Rotation: The practice of planting different crops in a specific order on the 
same land to improve soil fertility and reduce pest and disease problems. 
Irrigation: The artificial application of water to land or soil to assist in the 
growth of crops by controlling the amount and distribution of water. 
Subsistence Farming: A type of farming in which farmers primarily grow enough 
food to meet the needs of their own families or local communities, rather than for 
commercial purposes. 
Specialization: The focus on a specific task, skill, or occupation, often as a result 
of the division of labor within a society or community. 
Cultural Diffusion: The spread of cultural elements, such as ideas, customs, 
technologies, or practices, from one society or culture to another. 
Environmental Impact: The effects of human activities on the natural 
environment, including changes in ecosystems, air and water quality, and the health 
of the planet. 
Sustainable Agriculture: Farming practices that aim to maximize productivity 
while minimizing the negative environmental and social impacts, ensuring long-term 
viability. 
b: An excess amount of something beyond what is required or consumed, often 
referring to excess food production beyond immediate needs. 
Agrarian Society: A society characterized by agriculture as its primary means of 
subsistence, with farming as a central economic activity. 
Innovation: The introduction of new ideas, methods, techniques, or 
technologies to improve processes or solve problems. 
Food Security: The state in which all people, at all times, have physical, social, 
and economic access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food to meet their dietary 
needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life. 
Erosion: The process by which soil, rock, or land is gradually worn away by 
natural forces such as wind, water, or human activities. 
Archaeology: The scientific study of human history and prehistory through the 
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excavation and analysis of artifacts, structures, and other physical remains. 
Geographical Determinism: The concept that geography, including climate, 
topography, and natural resources, can significantly influence the development and 
outcomes of societies and civilizations. 
 
 
Geography and the Spreading of Agriculture(Engage) 
 Begin by discussing the concept of crop domestication and its significance in 

human history. 
 Explain that crop domestication refers to the process of transforming wild 

plants into cultivated crops that are grown and managed by humans. 
 Emphasize the importance of crop domestication in shaping human 

history, as it allowed societies to transition from nomadic hunting and 
gathering to settled farming communities. 

 Once upon a time, in a land not too far away, there lived a group of 
ancient humans. These humans were nomadic, constantly on the 
move, searching for food in the wild. They hunted animals and 
gathered fruits, roots, and seeds to survive. Life was tough, and they 
faced challenges every day. 

 One day, as they ventured through the wilderness, they stumbled 
upon a field covered with tall grasses. These grasses had long, 
slender stalks, each crowned with a cluster of small seeds. The 
humans were hungry, and they decided to give these seeds a try. 
They plucked some stalks, gathered the seeds, and ground them 
into a rough flour. To their surprise, the flour could be mixed with 
water to make a kind of bread. 

 The humans realized they had discovered something special. These 
wild grasses were known as einkorn, and they were the ancestors of 
modern wheat. Einkorn had small, tough seeds that clung tightly to 
their stalks. This clinginess was an advantage because it prevented 
the seeds from getting lost prematurely in the soil. It was a 
challenge to collect the seeds, but the humans persevered because 
the bread they made was delicious. 

 One important point to understand is the selective benefit of 
clinging seeds for farming. Seeds that cling tightly to the 
stalks are advantageous because they don't get lost 
prematurely in the soil. The pseudocereal population 
descended from wild plants with loose seeds developed the 
clinging trait in response to human reseeding practices.  

 Over time, the humans noticed something remarkable. Some of the 
einkorn grasses had seeds that were larger and easier to harvest. 
These grasses were a bit different from the others. They didn't 
release their seeds as easily, making them suitable for farming. 
These humans decided to protect and cultivate these special 
grasses. 

 They carefully selected the largest seeds from these particular 
einkorn plants and planted them in a cleared patch of land. They 
watered the soil, tended to the young plants, and protected them 
from hungry animals. Year after year, they repeated this process, 
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choosing the best seeds from the best plants. 
 Gradually, these einkorn grasses changed. Their seeds became larger 

and more abundant. They no longer clung tightly to the stalks but 
instead fell easily into the humans' hands when they were ripe. 
These grasses had become domesticated wheat, a crop that was 
easier to grow and harvest. This characteristic of easily harvestable 
seeds allowed for a more efficient collection of the crop. 

 It's also essential to clarify that grains are selected to be 
evenly mature and harvestable at once because they can be 
stored after a single collection. In contrast, with perishable 
crops like tomatoes, you would want a staggered harvest to 
avoid having all of them ripen at once.  

 As time went on, the humans began to settle down in one place. 
They built villages and cultivated fields of wheat. They no longer 
needed to roam in search of food because they could grow it 
themselves. Wheat became a staple of their diet, and it allowed their 
population to grow. 

 The taming of wheat was a slow and gradual process, much like the 
taming of a wild animal. It wasn't a sudden discovery but a series of 
small steps taken by generations of humans. This marked the 
beginning of agriculture, a shift from hunting and gathering to 
farming. 

 And so, the story of the tamed wheat reminds us that the 
development of agriculture and the domestication of plants played a 
crucial role in the growth of human civilizations. It all started with a 
group of hungry nomads who found something special in a field of 
wild grasses, and they carefully selected traits like seed clinginess 
and even ripening, which made farming more efficient and 
sustainable. 

 After sharing the story, initiate a class discussion by asking questions such 
as: 

 What were some of the challenges faced by early farmers when 
domesticating plants, as seen in the story of taming wheat? 

 Why is it important for us to understand the timeline of 
domestication for different types of plants? How does this 
knowledge help us in agriculture today? 

 Can you think of any other crops that might have been challenging 
to domesticate, and why? How might the domestication of such 
crops have affected human societies? 
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 Engage with Cards  
 Distribute the set of cards with information about different types of plants 

and their domestication characteristics to the students. 
 

Card 1: Cereal Grains and Pulses 
 Characteristics: 

 Easy to propagate from collected seeds. 
 High energy content in starchy seeds. 
 Clustered seeds. 
 Can be planted densely. 
 Fairly labor-intensive crops. 
 Provide both energy and protein. 

 Domestication Timeline: Approximately 10,000 years ago. 
Card 2: Habitat-Specific Plants 
 Characteristics: 

 Difficult to grow throughout their lifecycle in captivity. 
 May be collected from the wild but not propagated. 
 Prized as delicacies in societies with a monetary economy. 
 Examples: Chocolate, truffles, ginseng. 

 Domestication Timeline: Highly variable, some may remain 
uncultivated. 

Card 3: Basic Fruits and Nuts 
 Characteristics: 

 High energy content in the form of sugars or oils. 
 Consistent food from the same species of plant and its 

descendants. 
 Examples: Figs, dates, coconuts and pecans.   
 Domestication Timeline: Approximately 4,000 years ago. 

Card 4: Press Your Luck Crops 
 Characteristics: 

 Great variety crops with potential for high toxicity. 
 Need careful collection and preparation. 
 Lookalike species may exist. 
 Examples: Tomatoes, potatoes, eggplant, peppers, almonds 

 Domestication Timeline: Ongoing and gradual. 
Card 5: Variable Fruits 
 Characteristics: 

 Variation in taste among individuals of the same species. 
 Grafting and transplanting required for consistent crops. 
 Long wait time for fruit production from seeds. 
 Examples: Apples, pears, stonefruits (cherries, plums, 

peaches). 
 Domestication Timeline: Approximately 4,000 years ago. 
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Card 6: Second Choice and Pseudocrops 
 Characteristics: 

 Overshadowed by preferable crops. 
 Abandoned domestication efforts or not prioritized. 
 Examples: Hickory, goosefoot, blueberries, yard weeds 

(purslane, chicory). 
 Domestication Timeline: Variable, some never fully domesticated. 
Card 7: Another Animal's Snack 
 Characteristics: 

 Some species are adapted to be consumed after specific 
processing. 

 Interaction with extinct animals may have been involved. 
 Examples: Acorns, avocados. 

 Domestication Timeline: Highly variable, influenced by animal 
dispersers. 

 Additional information 
 In the domestication process of plants like acorns and 

avocados, the role of living animals, especially those that 
currently consume these plants in the wild, can significantly 
impact the development of cultivated varieties. This 
interaction between plants and animals can lead to ongoing 
natural selection, resulting in cultivated plants that are better 
suited for animal consumption and seed dispersal. Note: Feel 
free to adjust the characteristics and examples on the cards 
based on the level of detail you want to provide to your 
students. 

 Instruct students to work individually or in pairs to place these cards in 
chronological order based on when each type of plant was domesticated. 

 Encourage them to discuss and elaborate on their reasoning for the 
order they chose. 

 Why did you place [specific crop] at the beginning (or end) of 
the timeline? 

 This prompt encourages students to explain the 
specific traits or characteristics that influenced their 
decision to position a crop early or late in the 
domestication timeline. 

 What challenges do you think early farmers faced when 
domesticating [specific crop]? 

 This question prompts students to consider the 
practical difficulties that early farmers encountered 
while trying to cultivate certain crops. 

 Were there any advantages associated with the 
domestication of [specific crop]? 

 Encourage students to think about the benefits that 
might have motivated early farmers to select and 
cultivate a particular crop. 

 Did you consider the nutritional value of the crop in your 
placement? Why or why not? 

 This question encourages students to think about the 
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nutritional aspects of the crops and whether they 
played a role in the domestication process. 

 How might the difficulty in propagating or storing a crop 
impact its domestication timeline? 

 Encourage students to consider the practical aspects of 
propagation and storage and how these factors 
influenced the domestication of crops. 

 Did you think about the geographical region where a crop 
was first domesticated? How might that have influenced its 
timeline? 

 This prompts students to consider the geographical 
factors that may have affected the domestication of 
crops in specific regions. 

 Were there any traits or characteristics of a crop that you 
found surprising or unexpected when placing it on the 
timeline? 

 Encourage students to share any surprising discoveries 
they made about the traits or characteristics of specific 
crops during the activity. 

 Consider the concept of "press your luck" crops. What 
challenges and benefits might be associated with cultivating 
such crops? 

 This question guides students to think about the risks 
and rewards of cultivating crops with potentially toxic 
or challenging traits. 

 How do you think the order of domestication might have 
influenced the development of early agricultural societies? 

 Encourage students to reflect on how the timing and 
order of crop domestication might have shaped the 
growth of ancient civilizations. 

 Invite students to share their findings and reasoning with the class. 
Encourage them to explain why they placed each plant in a specific 
position on the timeline. 

 Summarize the key points of the engaging activity, emphasizing the 
gradual and non-uniform nature of crop domestication. 

 Reinforce the idea that understanding the history of 
domestication is essential for understanding the development 
of human societies and agriculture. 

Geography and the Spreading of Agriculture(Explore) 
 Today, we will explore the fascinating world of ancient civilizations in three key 

regions: the Fertile Crescent, the Indus Valley, and the Yellow River Valley.  
 These civilizations emerged thousands of years ago and played a pivotal 

role in shaping human history. We will discuss their geography, culture, 
achievements, and legacies. 

 The Fertile Crescent 
 Geography: 

 Located in the Middle East, primarily in modern-day 
Iraq, Iran, Syria, and Turkey. 

 Named for its crescent-shaped fertile land between the 
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Tigris and Euphrates rivers. 
 Fertile soil, ample water, and favorable climate 

supported agriculture. 
 Key Civilizations: 

 Sumerians: 
 Invented cuneiform writing. 
 Developed advanced mathematics. 
 Established the world's first city-states. 

 
 Akkadians and Babylonians: 

 Created the Code of Hammurabi, one of the 
earliest known legal codes. 

 Built the city of Babylon. 
 Assyrians: 

 Known for military prowess and conquests. 
 Developed advanced engineering and 

architectural techniques. 
 Persians: 

 Established a vast empire under Cyrus the Great 
and Darius I. 

 Promoted religious tolerance and efficient 
governance. 

 The Indus Valley 
 Geography: 

 Located in modern-day Pakistan and northwest India. 
 Centered around the Indus River and its tributaries. 
 Diverse terrain, including fertile plains and arid regions. 

 Key Civilization: 
 Indus Valley Civilization (also known as the Harappan 

Civilization): 
 Advanced urban planning with well-organized cities 

like Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa. 
 Developed a system of writing (Indus script), yet it 

remains undeciphered. 
 Evidence of sophisticated drainage and sewage 

systems. 
 The Yellow River Valley 

  Geography: 
 Located in modern-day China. 
 Named for the yellow silt that it carries, making the soil 

fertile. 
 Surrounded by mountain ranges and deserts. 

 Key Civilizations: 
 Shang Dynasty: 

 One of the earliest Chinese dynasties with 
written records. 
 Known for oracle bone inscriptions. 
 Bronze casting and artistic achievements. 

 Zhou Dynasty: 
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 Established the concept of the Mandate of 
Heaven. 
 Developed the Chinese script. 
 Period of significant philosophical and cultural 
growth. 

 Cahokia - The River Valley Monument Builders  
 Geography: 

 Located in what is now the United States, 
specifically in the Mississippi River Valley region. 

 Key Features and Achievements: 
 The Cahokia civilization was renowned for 
constructing monumental earthen mounds and 
structures, including Cahokia Mounds in Illinois. 
 These mounds served various purposes, from 
religious and ceremonial centers to platforms for 
important structures. 
 The Cahokians had an advanced society with a 
complex social structure and an extensive trading 
network. 
 Their achievements in mound-building 
showcased their ingenuity and cultural significance. 

 Activity: Identifying the Regions on a World Map 
 Now, let's put our knowledge to the test by identifying these 
regions on a world map.  
 Please take a moment to find the following areas on your 
map or use an interactive map tool: 
 Use an online interactive map tool or app like Google Maps 
or MapQuest to explore and pinpoint the exact locations of the 
Fertile Crescent, Indus Valley, Cahokia - The River Valley 
Monument Builders and Yellow River Valley.  

 Encourage participants to zoom in, zoom out, and 
explore the surrounding areas to gain a deeper 
understanding of the geographical context. 
 Group Discussion: Divide participants into small 
groups and assign each group one of the three regions 
(Fertile Crescent, Indus Valley, or Yellow River Valley).  

 Have each group research and discuss key 
geographical features, rivers, and neighboring 
regions.  
 Then, ask each group to present their findings 
to the whole class, emphasizing the significance of 
the region's geography to its civilization. 

 Comparative Analysis: After identifying the regions, 
lead a class discussion on how the geographical features 
of these areas influenced the development of their 
respective civilizations.  

 Encourage students to compare and contrast the 
geographical advantages and challenges faced by the Fertile 
Crescent, Indus Valley, Cahokia - The River Valley Monument 
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Builders and Yellow River Valley civilizations. 
 Historical Landmarks: Along with identifying the 
regions, challenge participants to locate and mark specific 
historical landmarks or cities within these regions, such as 
Ur in the Fertile Crescent, Mohenjo-Daro in the Indus 
Valley, and Xi'an in the Yellow River Valley.  
 Discuss the significance of these landmarks in the 
context of ancient civilizations.  

 As we explore the ancient civilizations of the 
Fertile Crescent, the Indus Valley, and the Yellow 
River Valley, let's not only identify these regions but 
also challenge participants to locate and mark 
specific historical landmarks or cities within them. 
These landmarks serve as windows into the past 
and provide valuable insights into the 
achievements and legacies of these ancient 
civilizations. 

 In the Fertile Crescent, one key historical 
landmark is Ur. Located in present-day Iraq, 
Ur was a significant Sumerian city that 
thrived around 2100-2000 BCE. It's known 
for its ziggurat, a massive stepped temple 
tower, and its well-preserved artifacts. Ur 
symbolizes the advanced urbanization and 
religious practices of the Sumerians. 
 Moving to the Indus Valley, we find the 
city of Mohenjo-Daro. Situated in modern-
day Pakistan, Mohenjo-Daro was one of the 
major urban centers of the Indus Valley 
Civilization. It boasted advanced city 
planning, with well-organized streets and 
sewage systems. This city highlights the 
remarkable urban development achieved by 
the Harappan Civilization. 
 In the Yellow River Valley, let's focus on 
Xi'an (formerly Chang'an). Located in China, 
Xi'an was a pivotal city during various 
Chinese dynasties, including the Shang 
Dynasty of the early Bronze Age. It is famous 
for the Terracotta Army, a collection of 
thousands of life-sized statues of soldiers 
and horses, guarding the tomb of China's 
first emperor, Qin Shi Huang. Xi'an 
represents the historical and cultural 
richness of China's ancient dynasties. 
 Additionally, let's not forget the Cahokia 
Mounds in the Mississippi River Valley. 
These earthen mounds, located near present
-day St. Louis, Missouri, are significant 
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archaeological landmarks of the Cahokia 
civilization. They demonstrate the advanced 
engineering and ceremonial significance of 
this indigenous North American culture. 

 Understanding the geographical locations of 
these ancient civilizations will provide you with a 
better perspective on their significance in the 
development of human civilization. 

 Archeologist James Henry Breasted 
popularized the term “fertile crescent” in 
reference to a swath of agriculturally 
favorable land running around the northern 
connecting areas of the Arabian Peninsula. 
This concept was quickly seized upon by 
historians looking to contextualize the rise of 
western civilization. From a standpoint of 
development, it seemed to perfectly fit the 
observation that societies that constantly 
move around do not typically have 
individuals that specialize in and advance 
the understanding of a particular 
skillset.  According to this reasoning, a stable 
food source, farmed from fertile land, 
allowed people to educate themselves and 
become experts, which in turn led to a 
specialization of labor and development of 
technology. If you’re constantly moving 
around, you can’t settle down and get to 
work as a society. The assumption was that 
civilization got started here and moved 
outward. However more recent and less 
biased observations have begun to upend 
the assumption that civilization originated 
from the middle east.   
 While the idea of a cradle of civilization 
seems like the type of 20-20 hindsight that 
emerges when one looks back and tries to 
piece together the causative series of events, 
an emerging consensus is that it may 
instead represent a cultural bias that set out 
to frame Western culture in a positive, or 
even predestined, light and is based in 
cherry picked evidence that Europeans were 
eager to insert themselves into. If one were 
to apply this new perspective towards the 
domestication of plants with fresh eyes what 
might we see? Perhaps multiple cradles of 
civilization around the world, each with its 
own associated crop package?  
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 Teacher Note:  Nikolai Vavilov was a pioneering 
botanist and geneticist whose work has left an 
indelible mark on our understanding of plant 
genetics, biodiversity, and agriculture. Vavilov is 
best known for his groundbreaking contributions 
to the "centers of origin" theory, which identified 
specific regions around the world as the primary 
birthplaces of cultivated plants. His research 
illuminated the importance of these regions in 
preserving genetic diversity in crops, a concept that 
continues to influence modern agriculture and 
conservation efforts. 

 In addition to his work on centers of 
origin, Vavilov was instrumental in the 
establishment of seed banks. He recognized 
the need to safeguard plant genetic 
resources for future generations and in 
times of agricultural crisis. This foresight led 
to the creation of seed banks, which are vital 
repositories of genetic material from various 
plant species, ensuring their preservation 
and availability for research and crop 
improvement. 
 Furthermore, Vavilov introduced the 
concept of "Vavilovian mimicry." This 
phenomenon refers to the unintentional 
selection and spread of wild plants or weeds 
that closely resemble cultivated crops. 
Vavilovian mimicry has important 
implications for agriculture, as it can lead to 
challenges in weed management and crop 
yield. It underscores the intricate relationship 
between humans and plants in the context 
of agriculture and biodiversity. 

 Nikolai Vavilov's work has 
significantly shaped our 
understanding of plant genetics, the 
conservation of genetic resources, 
and the complex interactions 
between cultivated crops and their 
wild counterparts. His legacy 
continues to inspire research and 
efforts to preserve the genetic 
diversity crucial for global food 
security and agricultural sustainability. 

Geography and the Spreading of Agriculture(Explain) 
 Begin by dividing the students into seven groups, assigning each group one of 

the produce lists  
 The lists are as follows  
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 Group A:  cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower, kale, Brussels sprouts, 
collard greens, Savoy cabbage, kohlrabi  

 All plants in this group belong to the Brassica genus. 
 They are all members of the Brassicaceae family. 
 These vegetables are commonly cultivated for their edible 

leaves, stems, or flower heads. 
 They are known for their nutritional value and are often used 

in various culinary dishes. 
 Group B:  corn, lima beans, pumpkin, tomato, peppers, agave, 

cashews, cocoa, potato, avocado, tapioca  
 This group includes a mix of staple crops, vegetables, and 

sources of ingredients like nuts and cocoa. 
 Many of these plants have been domesticated for their 

starchy or edible parts. 
 Some, like corn and potatoes, are key components of diets in 

various parts of the world. 
 They have played significant roles in the history of agriculture 

and global food production. 
 Group C:  olive, grape, beet, turnip, lettuce, asparagus, celery, thyme, 

peppermint  
 This group includes various fruits, vegetables, and herbs. 
 Several are common ingredients in Mediterranean cuisine, 

reflecting their geographic origins. 
 Olives and grapes are used in the production of olive oil and 

wine. 
 Lettuce, asparagus, and celery are often used in salads. 

 Group D:  peas, wheat, barley, pomegranate, fig, millet, coffee, okra, 
cotton,  

 This group encompasses a diverse range of crops, including 
grains, fruits, and even a cash crop (coffee). 

 Grains like wheat and barley have been fundamental to 
human diets for centuries. 

 Cotton is a significant fiber crop, and okra is a vegetable used 
in various culinary traditions.  

 Group E:  apple, mustard, garlic, onion, spinach, carrot, pistachio, 
pear, almond  

 This group contains a mix of fruits, vegetables, and nuts. 
 Apples and pears are fruits, while garlic, onion, and spinach 

are vegetables. 
 Mustard and almonds are used for their seeds, which have 

culinary applications. 
 Many of these plants are well-known and widely consumed. 

 Group F:  eggplant, banana, radish, tangerine, coconut, taro, black 
pepper, cinnamon, turmeric  

 This group includes a variety of fruits, vegetables, and spices. 
 Banana, tangerine, and coconut are tropical fruits. 
 Spices like black pepper, cinnamon, and turmeric are used to 

flavor dishes. 
 Eggplant and radish are vegetables with different culinary 
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uses. 
 Group G:  rice, cucumber, bok choy, peach, apricot, cherry, 

sugarcane  
 This group consists of crops like grains (rice), fruits (peach, 

apricot, cherry), and vegetables (cucumber, bok choy). 
 Sugarcane is a significant source of sugar production. 
 Rice is a staple food in many parts of the world, particularly in 

Asia. 
 Instruct students to research and answer two questions for each plant on 

their list:  
  What is the formal taxonomic or Latin name for most commercial or 

agricultural varieties of each fruit or vegetable?  
 What is the center of the native range of that formal species in the 

wild? 
 Encourage students to use reliable sources for their research, 

and clarify any uncertainties regarding specific plants or their 
native ranges. 

 Once each group has gathered the required information, provide them 
with pins and string (optional). 

 Instruct each group to do the following:  
 Mark the determined centerpoint for each plant on their list 

using pins.  
 Each group should carefully determine the 

approximate center of the native range of each plant 
on their list. 

 Insert a pin at this location for each plant, ensuring 
that the pins are securely placed on the map 

 Use the differently colored pin to mark the visual center of 
that cluster of pins.  

 Once all the pins representing different plants are 
placed on the map, use the pin of a different color to 
identify the visual center of the pin cluster. 

 This visual center should be marked by inserting the 
differently colored pin in the middle of the cluster. 

  Use string to connect each plant pin to the central pin or to 
form a boundary loop around the pin cluster (optional). 

 To visualize the relationships between different plant 
pins and their central point, you can use string. 

 Connect each plant pin to the central pin with a string, 
creating lines that radiate from the central pin to each 
plant's pin. 

 Alternatively, you can use string to form a 
boundary loop around the cluster of pins to 
highlight the collective native range of the 
plants in the group. 

 The use of string is optional but can help 
students visually represent the 
distribution of the plants. 

 Ensure Accuracy in Pin Placement: 
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 Emphasize the importance of accuracy when 
placing the pins. Encourage students to double-
check their research and use their best 
judgment to determine the centerpoint of each 
plant's native range. 

 Remind them to consider the scale of the map 
and ensure that the pins are appropriately 
spaced. 

 Label Each Plant Pin: 
 Have students label each plant pin with the 

common name of the plant they represent. 
 Include the formal taxonomic or Latin name 

next to the common name for reference. 
 Use a Legend or Key: 

 Consider creating a legend or key on the map 
that explains the color-coding and the meaning 
of different pins and string connections. 

 This will make it easier for viewers to interpret 
the map. 

  Discuss and Record Any Disagreements: 
 In cases where group members have different 

opinions on the centerpoint of a plant's native 
range, encourage them to discuss and come to 
a consensus. 

 If disagreements persist, consider having the 
group vote on the placement or take an 
average of the suggested locations. 

 Record any notable disagreements or 
challenges encountered during the activity. 

 Reflect on the String Connections  
 If string is used to connect the pins, have 

students discuss the patterns they observe. 
 Do certain plants share similar native ranges? 

Are there any surprising connections or 
overlaps? 

 Reflect on the purpose and significance of the 
string connections in illustrating the 
relationships between plants. 

 Present the Maps: 
 Provide an opportunity for each group to 

present their completed map to the class. 
 During the presentations, have groups explain 

their choices for pin placement and any insights 
they gained from the activity. 

 Engage in Group Discussions: 
 After all groups have presented their maps, facilitate a 

group discussion to compare findings and insights. 
 Use the following questions to guide the 

discussion: 

 

Origins of  Farming 

 
G

e
o

g
ra

p
h

y
  

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



82 

 How close is each group's cluster of pins? 
Do any overlap? Could any of the pins be 
in the wrong group? 

 Consider the example of chickpea 
cultivation in India.  

 How might cultivating plants 
outside their native range benefit 
or harm their spread, considering 
invasives and growing conditions? 

 Did our map suggest that any groups 
should be merged or split? Why or why 
not?  

 Based on the geography on the map, 
does it look like any of the groups should 
be merged? Should any be split?  

 Are any specific plant's ranges far 
removed from the rest of their 
cluster? 

 Is it more or less likely that a culture 
started growing the whole crop package 
at once, or did they pick up new useful 
plants over time from their neighbors as 
their culture expanded? Were some 
plants late editions? 

 How likely is it that ancient cultures 
started growing entire crop packages at 
once, or did they pick up new useful 
plants over time? 

 Can some cultures practice agriculture to 
varying degrees, and how does this 
relate to our findings? 

 Do all farmed plants have to be 
domesticated, or could a society of 
hunter-gatherers start fostering/
cultivating their favorite wild edibles 
without selective breeding? Can some 
cultures practice agriculture to varying 
degrees? 

 Group A had a somewhat strange 
selection of plants. What did they 
discover about the ancestral wild species 
of the vegetables that have spread out to 
different regions of the world?  

 How does the news that the first 
Brassica oleracea was likely 
cultivated for its oily seeds as a 
mustard relative impact their 
understanding of how it has been 
bred over time? 
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 If we ask Group F and G about the wild 
origins of radish and bok choy, how does 
it get weirder?  

 Does this provide any additional 
revelations about the spread and 
use of wild plants as crops? 

  Do some species or groups have 
a disproportionate amount of 
potential for domestication? 

 Encourage students to 
share their observations 
and thoughts on the 
complexity of crop 
domestication and centers 
of origin. Discuss the 
significance of these 
findings in the history of 
agriculture and human 
civilization. 

 In Groups A, F and G, do related crops 
always share a common geography or 
can they become more distant relatives? 

 How might this relate to second 
choice crops and the pseudocrops 
we discussed in previous lessons? 
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Geography and the Spreading of Agriculture (Elaborate) 

 Begin the lesson by briefly discussing the concept of crop domestication and its 
significance in human history. You can use the engaging story or anecdote provided 
earlier to capture students' interest. 

 Explain that the lesson will focus on the complexities of plant 
domestication and the factors that influenced the selection of plants for 
cultivation. 

 Provide students with essential background information about plant 
domestication. This information can include: 

 A definition of domestication and its role in transitioning from 
foraging to agriculture. 

 Domestication is a process through which wild plants and 
animals are selectively bred and managed by humans to 
better suit their needs and preferences. This process involves 
several generations of controlled breeding and cultivation, 
resulting in changes to the genetics, behavior, and traits of 
the domesticated species. Domestication has played a pivotal 
role in the transition from foraging to agriculture in human 
history.  

 The idea that domestication is a gradual process 
influenced by various factors, both natural and human-
induced 

 domestication played a crucial role in the transition from 
foraging to agriculture by providing a stable and sustainable 
source of food, supporting larger populations, enabling 
sedentary lifestyles, and driving technological and societal 
advancements. This transition marked a fundamental shift in 
human history, laying the foundation for the development of 
complex civilizations and modern agricultural practices.  

 Mention the concepts of natural selection and artificial selection as 
they relate to plant domestication. 

 Mutation serves as an initial source of genetic variation in 
wild plant populations.  

 Natural selection is the result of natural pressures acting on 
these genetic variations, leading to the survival and 
propagation of certain traits.  

 Artificial selection, on the other hand, is the human-guided 
process in which we exert our preferences to intentionally 
favor and propagate specific variations. Together, these 
processes have played a crucial role in shaping the diversity 
of cultivated crops that form the basis of modern agriculture.  

 Provide students with a brief overview of the scenarios they will 
explore in groups. 

 Assign one group to Scenario 1: "Discuss the Role of Environment 
and Climate."  

 Scenario 1: Choosing Which Plants to Cultivate 
 In this scenario, students will imagine themselves as ancient 
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farmers who need to decide which plants to cultivate for their 
survival and sustenance. 

 They will consider the traits and characteristics of various 
plant species available to them. 

 Wheat (Triticum aestivum): Wheat is a staple crop 
known for its high yield and nutritional value. It is 
relatively easy to cultivate and adapt to different 
climates, making it a common choice for ancient 
farmers transitioning to agriculture. 

 Oats (Avena sativa): Oats are a versatile cereal grain 
with a rich history in human agriculture. Celebrated for 
their adaptability to diverse climates and exceptional 
nutritional value, oats have been cultivated primarily 
for their seeds, widely used for human consumption in 
forms like oatmeal and oat flour. Interestingly, oats 
also exhibit a form of Vavilovian mimicry, albeit not as 
prominently as some other crops like rye. They 
occasionally grew in close proximity to other cereal 
grains such as wheat and barley, resulting in a visual 
resemblance. This unintentional mimicry may have 
contributed to their acceptance and adoption as a 
cultivated crop, highlighting the complexity of plant 
domestication and their ability to find a place in our 
agricultural practices. 

 Rye (Secale cereale): Rye is a fascinating addition to 
our exploration of plant species. Noteworthy for its 
unique role in Vavilovian mimicry, rye cleverly 
mimicked the traits of wheat to ensure its survival and 
domestication. In a natural environment, rye hid in 
wheat fields, blending in and pretending to be a grain, 
a strategy referred to as "fake it till you make it." This 
mimicry allowed rye to benefit from the cultivation 
practices and protection that farmers provided to 
wheat. Over time, humans recognized rye's potential 
as a valuable crop, leading to its domestication. 

 Rice (Oryza sativa): Rice is another major staple crop, 
particularly in regions with flooded fields. It has a high 
yield and is a primary food source for many cultures. 

 Maize (Zea mays): Maize, or corn, is native to the 
Americas and was a crucial crop for indigenous 
peoples. It provides both sustenance and cultural 
significance. 

 Barley (Hordeum vulgare): Barley is one of the earliest 
domesticated grains and is known for its ability to 
grow in various climates. It has been used for food and 
brewing. 

 Millet (Pennisetum glaucum): Millet is drought-
resistant and grows well in arid regions. It's a source of 
carbohydrates and is a dietary staple in many parts of 
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Africa and Asia. 
 Squash (Cucurbita pepo): Squash was one of the Three 

Sisters crops cultivated by Native American 
communities, along with maize and beans. It's a good 
example of companion planting. 

 Beans (Phaseolus vulgaris): Beans are a source of 
protein and are often grown alongside maize. They 
provide a complementary source of nutrients. 

 Flax (Linum usitatissimum): Flax was cultivated for its 
seeds, which can be used for oil and fiber production. 
It played a role in the development of textiles. 

 Lentils (Lens culinaris): Lentils are a nutritious pulse 
crop rich in protein and fiber. They were grown in 
ancient civilizations like Mesopotamia. 

 Amaranth (Amaranthus spp.): Amaranth is a hardy 
plant that produces edible leaves and seeds. It's 
drought-tolerant and a source of nutrition. 

 Traits and characteristics that students can consider when imagining 
themselves as ancient farmers deciding which plants to cultivate: 

 Yield: How much food can a particular plant species 
produce? Is it high-yielding or low-yielding? 

 Nutritional Value: What nutrients and vitamins does 
the plant provide? Is it a good source of essential 
nutrients like carbohydrates, proteins, and vitamins? 

 Ease of Cultivation: Is the plant easy to grow and 
maintain, or does it require a lot of care and attention? 

 Resistance to Pests and Diseases: Is the plant naturally 
resistant to common pests and diseases, or does it 
require special protection? 

 Adaptability to the Local Climate: Does the plant thrive 
in the local climate and soil conditions, or does it 
require special environmental conditions? 

 Growing Season: How long does it take for the plant to 
reach maturity and produce edible parts? Can it be 
harvested multiple times in a year? 

 Storage and Preservation: Can the harvested produce 
be easily stored and preserved for future consumption, 
or does it spoil quickly? 

 Cultural Significance: Does the plant have cultural or 
traditional significance to the farming community? 

 Ease of Propagation: Can the plant be easily 
propagated through seeds, cuttings, or other means? 

 Taste and Palatability:Is the plant's taste appealing to 
the farmers and their community?  

 The goal is to understand how early farmers made decisions 
about which plants to cultivate based on factors such as 
nutrition, ease of cultivation, and suitability for their 
environment. 

 Provide this group with a set of discussion prompts 
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and questions related to the environmental factors 
that influenced plant domestication, as mentioned in 
the lesson plan. 

 Encourage the group to engage in a discussion 
addressing these questions and prompts. 

 What are the key traits and characteristics of the 
plant species available to you as an ancient 
farmer? 

 How would you prioritize these traits when 
deciding which plants to cultivate for food? 

 What role does nutrition play in your decision-
making process? 

 Are there specific environmental factors you 
need to consider when selecting plants to 
cultivate? 

 Scenario 2: Challenges Faced by Early Farmers 
 Assign another group to Scenario 2: "Explore the Role of 

Human Practices." 
 In this scenario, students will put themselves in the shoes of 

early farmers who faced various challenges when 
transitioning from foraging to agriculture. 

 They will explore the difficulties related to soil quality, climate, 
pest control, and the labor required for cultivation. 

 The objective is to analyze the challenges that early farmers 
encountered and how they adapted to overcome these 
obstacles. 

 Here's a list of challenges and scenarios that students 
can explore as early farmers when transitioning from 
foraging to agriculture: 

 Soil Quality Challenge: Early farmers may 
encounter soil that is not well-suited for 
agriculture, such as rocky or nutrient-poor soil. 
They need to decide which crops can thrive in 
these conditions and how to improve the soil. 

 Climate Challenge: Some regions experience 
harsh climates with extreme temperatures, 
droughts, or floods. Farmers must select crops 
that can withstand these conditions and 
develop strategies for irrigation or flood control. 

 Pest Control Challenge: Insects, rodents, and 
other pests can threaten crops. Early farmers 
need to find ways to protect their crops, 
whether through natural pest repellents or 
innovative methods. 

 Labor Intensity Challenge: Agriculture requires 
significant labor, especially during planting and 
harvesting seasons. Students will consider how 
early farmers managed the labor demands, 
possibly through community cooperation or 
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domesticating animals for help. 
 Crop Selection Challenge: Early farmers have a 

limited knowledge of which plants are suitable 
for cultivation. They must decide which crops to 
experiment with and learn from trial and error. 

 Storage Challenge: Preserving surplus crops is 
essential for food security. Students will explore 
how early farmers stored their harvest, 
potentially developing methods like drying, 
fermenting, or using root cellars. 

 Resource Management Challenge: Early farmers 
need to allocate resources wisely, such as seeds, 
water, and labor. They must prioritize the most 
critical aspects of agriculture to ensure their 
survival. 

 Crop Rotation Challenge: Maintaining soil 
fertility is crucial for long-term agricultural 
success. Students can discuss the concept of 
crop rotation and how it helps prevent soil 
depletion. 

 Innovation and Adaptation Challenge: Early 
farmers faced ongoing challenges and had to 
adapt their practices over generations. Students 
will consider how innovation played a role in 
agricultural development. 

 Sustainability Challenge: Students can explore 
whether early farmers practiced sustainable 
agriculture, considering the long-term impact of 
their cultivation methods on the environment 
and future generations. 

 These scenarios provide a range of 
challenges that early farmers 
encountered as they transitioned from 
foraging to agriculture. Students can 
analyze how these challenges shaped 
agricultural practices and led to the 
development of sustainable farming 
techniques over time. 

 Provide this group with a set of discussion prompts 
and questions related to the human practices and 
cultural factors that influenced plant domestication. 

 Instruct the group to engage in a discussion 
addressing these questions and prompts. 

 As an early farmer, what challenges do you 
encounter when transitioning from foraging to 
agriculture? 

 How does soil quality impact your ability to 
cultivate certain plants? 

 What strategies can you employ to cope with 
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climate variations and extreme weather 
conditions? 

 What methods would you use to protect your 
crops from pests and other potential threats? 

 Scenario 3: Selecting Plants for Cultivation 
 Assign a third group to Scenario 3: "Discuss the Interplay of 

Selective Pressures." 
 Students will delve into the process of selecting plants for 

cultivation by considering the characteristics of different plant 
species. 

 They will explore the concept of artificial selection and how 
early farmers intentionally chose plants with desirable traits. 

 The focus is on understanding how early agriculturalists 
influenced the development of domesticated plants through 
selective breeding. 

 Provide this group with a set of discussion prompts and 
questions related to the interplay between natural and 
artificial selection and their effects on plant domestication. 

 Here's a list of plant characteristics and traits that 
students can explore when considering the process of 
selecting plants for cultivation through artificial 
selection: 

 Yield: Students can discuss how early farmers 
selected plants that produced higher yields of 
edible or useful parts, such as grains, fruits, or 
tubers. 

 Size: Early agriculturalists may have favored 
larger plants or plant parts for increased food 
production. 

 Nutritional Value: Farmers likely chose plants 
with higher nutritional value, such as those rich 
in essential vitamins, minerals, or protein. 

 Disease Resistance: Selecting plants that 
showed resistance to common diseases or pests 
helped ensure a more reliable food source. 

 Taste and Flavor: Students can explore how 
early farmers preferred plants with improved 
taste and flavor, making them more appealing 
for consumption. 

 Seed Size and Germination: Farmers may have 
favored plants with larger seeds that were easier 
to handle and plant, as well as those with higher 
germination rates. 

 Adaptability to Local Conditions: The ability of a 
plant to thrive in specific environmental 
conditions, such as soil type or climate, was a 
crucial factor in selection. 

 Storage Longevity: Early farmers needed plants 
that could be stored for extended periods 
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without spoiling, reducing food waste. 
 Ease of Harvest: Selecting plants with traits that 

made harvesting and processing more 
manageable, such as ease of threshing or 
shelling, was important. 

 Domestication Traits: Discuss traits that indicate 
the domestication process, such as non-
shattering seeds, reduced bitterness, and 
changes in plant architecture. 

 Reproductive Characteristics: Early farmers may 
have preferred plants that were easy to 
propagate or crossbreed for desired traits. 

 Cultivation Adaptations: Explore how plants 
adapted to cultivation, such as shorter stature 
to reduce lodging or larger fruit size for 
improved yields. 

 Color and Appearance: Some plants were 
selected for specific colors or appearances, 
which could indicate ripeness or desirability. 

 Medicinal Properties: Discuss how certain plants 
may have been selected for their medicinal 
properties, expanding their use beyond food 

 Cultural Significance: Consider how cultural 
beliefs and practices influenced the selection of 
specific plants for rituals or traditions. 

 Instruct the group to engage in a discussion addressing these 
prompts. 

 Explore the concept of artificial selection. How can you 
intentionally choose plants with desirable traits for 
cultivation? 

 What are some specific traits you would prioritize in 
the plants you select for cultivation (e.g., yield, taste, 
resistance to pests)? 

 How might your choices impact the future generations 
of these plants? 

 Discuss the role of selective breeding in the 
development of domesticated plants. 

 Scenario 4: Complexities of Early Agricultural Decision-Making 
 Assign the last group to Scenario 4: "Investigate Unconscious 

Selection by Plants." 
 This scenario will require students to think critically and 

elaborate on the complexities involved in early agricultural 
decision-making. 

 They will consider the trade-offs between different plant 
species and the long-term consequences of their choices. 

 The aim is to encourage students to reflect on the intricate 
nature of transitioning from foraging to agriculture and the 
factors that influenced these decisions. 

 Provide this group with a set of discussion prompts 
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related to unconscious selection by plants, including 
topics such as seed dispersal, dormancy, and genetic 
barriers. 

 Here's a list of factors, trade-offs, and considerations 
that students can explore when thinking critically 
about early agricultural decision-making: 

 Energy Investment: Early farmers had to decide 
which plants were worth the energy investment 
required for cultivation and harvest compared 
to foraging. 

 Dietary Diversity: Consider the trade-offs 
between cultivating a few staple crops for 
substantial stockpileable food sources and 
foraging for a more diverse diet. 

 Risk and Reliability: Reflect on the risks 
associated with crop failure due to pests, 
diseases, or unfavorable weather conditions 
versus the reliability of wild foraged foods. 

 Labor Intensity: Discuss the labor required for 
clearing land, planting, harvesting, and 
processing crops compared to the effort of 
hunting and gathering. 

 Resource Availability: Explore how resource 
availability, such as fertile soil and water 
sources, influenced decisions about where to 
cultivate crops. 

 Storage and Preservation: Consider how the 
ability to store and preserve cultivated crops for 
future consumption influenced choices. 

 Community Cooperation: Discuss the role of 
community cooperation in agricultural 
decisions, such as communal farming efforts. 

 Domestication Timeline: Reflect on the timeline 
of domestication for different plant species and 
the patience required for the transition. 

 Environmental Impact: Explore the impact of 
agriculture on the local environment, including 
soil erosion and changes in ecosystems. 

 Cultural and Social Factors: Consider how 
cultural beliefs, traditions, and social structures 
influenced decisions about which plants to 
cultivate. 

 Long-Term Sustainability: Reflect on the long-
term sustainability of agricultural practices and 
their impact on future generations. 

 Innovation and Experimentation: Discuss the 
role of innovation and experimentation in early 
agriculture and the willingness to try new 
approaches. 
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 Trade and Exchange: Explore the potential for 
trade and exchange of cultivated crops with 
neighboring communities. 

 Food Security: Reflect on the concept of food 
security and how agriculture offered a more 
stable food supply compared to foraging. 

 Resilience to Change: Consider the resilience of 
early agricultural systems in the face of 
environmental changes or unforeseen 
challenges. 

 Instruct the group to engage in a discussion 
addressing these prompts. 

 Reflect on the trade-offs involved in 
selecting plants for cultivation. Are there 
any compromises you would need to 
make? 

 Consider the long-term consequences of 
your choices on your farming community 
and society as a whole. 

 How might natural selection and artificial 
selection occur simultaneously in the 
process of domestication? 

 Discuss the idea that plants and the 
environment also influence the process 
of domestication. How might plants have 
their own agenda in this coevolutionary 
relationship? 

 During the group discussions and preparations, circulate among the 
groups to provide guidance, answer questions, and ensure productive 
conversations. 

 Encourage students to think critically, share their perspectives, and 
explore the complexities of plant domestication. 

 Emphasize the interconnectedness of the factors discussed in each 
scenario and how they contribute to our understanding of 
agriculture and plant selection. 

 Provide each group with guidelines for their presentations, including a time 
limit for each presentation (e.g., 5-7 minutes). 

 Scenario Overview: Instruct each group to present an overview of their 
assigned scenario to the class. They should explain the context, challenges, 
and decision-making process faced by early farmers in their scenario. 

 Discussion Prompts: Encourage groups to incorporate the discussion 
prompts and questions related to their scenarios into their 
presentations. These prompts should stimulate class discussion and 
critical thinking. 

 Visual Aids: Allow groups to use visual aids such as slides, images, or 
props to enhance their presentations and engage their peers. 

 Q&A Session: After each group presentation, open the floor for a 
brief question-and-answer session. Encourage classmates to ask 
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clarifying questions and share their thoughts on the presented 
scenario. 

 Class Discussion: Facilitate a class discussion after all groups have 
presented their scenarios. Encourage students to reflect on the 
complexities, challenges, and trade-offs involved in early agricultural 
decision-making. 

 Comparative Analysis: Prompt students to compare and contrast the 
scenarios presented by different groups. Discuss common themes, 
differences, and unique insights from each scenario. 

 Critical Thinking: Challenge students to think critically about the role 
of agriculture in shaping human societies, the environment, and 
food systems. 

 Historical Perspective: Connect the scenarios to the historical context 
of agriculture and its significance in human history. Emphasize the 
importance of understanding the nuances of agricultural 
development. 

 Wrap-Up Activity: Conclude the unit by engaging students in 
a wrap-up activity, such as a reflective journal entry or a 
group discussion on the key takeaways from the entire unit. 

 Encourage students to reflect on what they have learned 
about early agriculture, domestication, and the transition 
from foraging to agriculture. Ask them to consider how this 
knowledge can inform their understanding of contemporary 
agriculture and food systems. 

 

Origins of  Farming 

 
G

e
o

g
ra

p
h

y
  

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



94 

Sustainability and Services 
Origin's of Farming  - Technological Innovations and Societal Changes  
 
Technological Innovations and Societal Changes :  Educator Background 
Information 
 
The study of the origins of farming takes us on an enthralling journey through the 
annals of human history, offering a window into the profound transformation from 
nomadic hunter-gatherer societies to the birth of agricultural civilizations. This 
remarkable shift was driven by an array of technological innovations that not only 
revolutionized the way humans produced their sustenance but also laid the 
foundation for dramatic changes in social structures and the very fabric of human 
existence. For educators, delving into the background of this topic is paramount, as it 
equips them with the knowledge necessary to effectively convey the significance of 
early agriculture to middle school students. Understanding the Agricultural 
Revolution – often referred to as the Neolithic Revolution – and its key concepts is 
crucial for educators seeking to impart a deeper appreciation of how our species 
transitioned from roving bands of foragers to architects of settled communities and 
complex societies. 
Key Concepts: 
Agricultural Revolution: The Agricultural Revolution stands as a pivotal epoch in the 
narrative of human development. During this transformative period, our ancestors 
embarked on a monumental journey, transitioning from the nomadic lifestyle of 
hunting and gathering to a sedentary existence centered around farming and animal 
husbandry. This momentous shift ushered in a new era characterized by permanent 
settlements, the emergence of surplus food production, and the proliferation of 
human populations. The very roots of civilization can be traced back to this turning 
point in history. 
 
Technological Innovations: Early farmers were the architects of innovation, devising 
an array of groundbreaking technologies that forever altered the course of human 
existence. Central to these innovations was the domestication of plants and animals, a 
process that allowed humans to exert control over their environment in 
unprecedented ways. The introduction of plows and irrigation systems dramatically 
increased the efficiency of food production, while the cultivation of staple crops such 
as wheat, barley, and rice ensured a stable and plentiful food supply. These 
technological advancements represented a quantum leap in human mastery over 
nature. 
 
Societal Changes: The transition to agriculture sparked profound societal 
transformations. As people began to settle in one place to cultivate crops and raise 
livestock, organized communities took root. With this newfound stability came the 
development of social hierarchies and the division of labor, as different individuals 
assumed specialized roles within their communities. This marked the genesis of 
complex civilizations, laying the groundwork for governance systems, written 
language, and the eventual emergence of cities. The surplus food generated by 
agriculture allowed for the growth of non-farming professions, from priests to 
artisans, enriching the tapestry of human society. 
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Impact on Human Health: The shift to agriculture wielded a double-edged sword 
when it came to human health. On one hand, it provided a more consistent and 
reliable food source, reducing the uncertainty of seasonal foraging. However, this 
newfound dietary stability also came with drawbacks. The reliance on a limited set of 
staple crops often resulted in a less diverse diet, which, in turn, made populations 
more susceptible to certain diseases. Moreover, the proximity of humans to 
domesticated animals facilitated the transmission of zoonotic diseases, further 
shaping the health landscape of early agricultural societies. Understanding these 
complex dynamics is crucial in appreciating the multifaceted impact of agriculture on 
human well-being. 
 
In conclusion, the study of the origins of farming invites us to explore the intricate 
tapestry of human history, revealing the profound ways in which our species' 
adoption of agriculture reshaped societies, technologies, and even our own health. 
For educators, this knowledge serves as a powerful tool for kindling the curiosity of 
young minds and fostering a deeper understanding of our shared human journey 
from ancient harvesters to modern cultivators of knowledge and progress. 
 
Real World Connections/Careers 
 
Studying the origins of farming and the broader field of agricultural history can open 
up various career opportunities across different sectors. Here are some career 
connections and fields where knowledge of agricultural history can be valuable: 
Cultural Anthropologist, Historian or Archaeologist, Researcher or Writer 
 
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS): 
 
MS-ESS3-3: Apply scientific principles to design a method for monitoring and 
minimizing a human impact on the environment. 
MS-ESS3-4: Construct an argument supported by evidence for how increases in 
human population and per-capita consumption of natural resources impact Earth's 
systems. 
 
 
What Students Would Be Able to Do: 
By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
 Demonstrate Comprehensive Knowledge: Students will demonstrate 

comprehensive knowledge of the Agricultural Revolution, including its historical 
significance, key innovations, and societal impacts. 

 Apply Critical Thinking and Research Skills: Students will apply critical thinking and 
research skills to analyze historical sources, draw connections between events, and 
synthesize information about early agriculture. 

 Effectively Communicate Insights: Students will effectively communicate their 
insights and understanding of the topic through written research papers, oral 
presentations, and collaborative projects. 

 Appreciate Historical and Ethical Dimensions: Students will develop an 
appreciation for the historical context of agriculture's development and its ethical 
implications in contemporary society. 
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Vocabulary 
 Agricultural Revolution: The pivotal period in human history when societies 

transitioned from nomadic hunting and gathering to settled farming and animal 
husbandry, leading to the emergence of permanent settlements, surplus stored 
food production vs. population growth. 

 Domestication: The process by which humans selectively breed and manipulate 
plants and animals to adapt them for human use, such as making crops more 
productive or animals more docile. 

 Neolithic Revolution: Another term for the Agricultural Revolution, signifying the 
shift from a nomadic, hunter-gatherer lifestyle to a settled, farming-based way of 
life during the Neolithic period. 

 Irrigation: The artificial application of water to soil or land to assist in the growth 
of crops, typically through canals, ditches, or other infrastructure. 

 Surplus Food: An excess of food production beyond what is immediately required 
for sustenance, allowing for storage, trade, and balanced against population 
growth. 

 Nomadic: Describing a lifestyle characterized by the constant movement of a 
group of people from one place to another in search of food and resources. 

 Sedentary: Referring to a lifestyle in which people live in one place for an 
extended period, typically engaging in farming or other settled activities. 

 Social Hierarchy: A system of organization in which individuals or groups are 
ranked according to their social status, with some having higher positions and 
privileges than others. 

 Division of Labor: The allocation of different tasks and responsibilities to different 
individuals or groups within a society, often based on specialization of skills or 
roles. 

 Complex Civilization: A society characterized by advanced social, political, and 
economic structures, often including urban centers, governance systems, and 
specialized professions. 

 
 
Technological Innovations and Societal Changes (engage) 
 Begin by discussing the importance of agriculture in the students' lives.  

 Ask questions such as, "Where does our food come from?" and "How has 
farming and agriculture changed over time?" 

 Briefly explain the importance of agriculture in human history and its 
evolution with technological advancements.  

 Agriculture is like a big adventure story for humans. A long time ago, 
around 10,000 years back, people started farming instead of just 
hunting for food. This was a huge deal! It meant they could stay in 
one place, grow lots of food, and build homes and villages. This was 
the start of big communities and even cities. 

 As time went on, people got really smart about farming. They made 
cool tools like plows to dig the soil and found ways to water their 
crops better. In medieval times, they figured out better ways to grow 
different crops in different seasons, which helped the soil stay 
healthy and grow more food. 

 Then came the Industrial Revolution, and it was like leveling up in a 
video game. Big machines like tractors made farming way easier and 
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faster. People also started using special stuff to help plants grow 
better, but this sometimes wasn't so good for the environment. 

 In the mid-20th century, something called the Green Revolution 
happened. Scientists made super crops that grew more food, and 
new ways to water crops were used. This helped feed a lot more 
people. 

 Today, farming is super high-tech. Farmers use things like GPS, 
drones, and even robots to help grow food. It's really important now 
to farm in ways that are good for the planet. So, agriculture has been 
a big part of making human life better, and it keeps changing with 
new inventions and ideas to make sure everyone has enough to eat 
without hurting the Earth. 

 Provide each group with printouts of various agricultural tools and 
machinery.  

 For ancient agricultural tools, consider searching for images of: 
 Hand plows - Primitive tools used for tilling the soil. 
 Sickles - Curved blades for harvesting crops like wheat and 

barley. 
 Several YouTube videos that showcase sickles being 

used as an agricultural tool: 
 "Prehistoric Flint Sickles: Farming Tools In The 

Neolithic" explores the use of flint sickles in 
Neolithic farming practices. This could provide a 
historical perspective on how sickles were used 
in ancient agriculture. 

 "Versatile Asian Sickles Forging: Making A 
Practical Tool for Farmers & Gardeners" 
presents the process of forging Asian sickles. It 
could be interesting if you're curious about how 
these tools are made and their practical 
applications in farming and gardening. 

 "Making a sickle for farming" features the 
transformation of old, rusty farm implements 
into farming sickles. This video may offer 
insights into the creation and design of sickles 
specifically for agricultural use. 

 "Sickle is an ancient agricultural tool | Machines 
reduced the importance of the sickle" discusses 
the history of the sickle as an agricultural tool 
and how its significance has changed with the 
advent of machinery. 

 "Hand made sickle at home" might provide a 
more hands-on, DIY perspective on creating and 
using a sickle for agricultural purposes 

 Stone and wooden hoes - Basic tools for weeding and 
cultivating the soil. 

 Yokes - Devices for attaching animals to plows or carts. 
 Water wheels, Archimeded screw and shadoofs - Early 

irrigation tools for farming. 
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 You can find these images on history websites, educational 
resources, or stock photo websites like Getty Images or 
Shutterstock. 

 For modern agricultural machinery, look for images of: 
 Tractors - Essential for plowing, planting, and other heavy 

farm tasks. 
 Combine harvesters - Machines for efficiently harvesting 

crops like wheat, corn, and soybeans. 
 Seed drills - Precision tools for sowing seeds at specific 

depths and intervals. 
 Irrigation systems - Modern techniques for watering crops, 

like drip irrigation or pivot systems. 
 Drones and AI technology - Cutting-edge tools for 

monitoring and managing crops. 
 Ask students to brainstorm and note down on sticky notes how each tool 

might have made farming easier or more efficient. Consider factors like 
time, effort, productivity, and environmental impact.  

 Each student shares their experiences or knowledge about any agricultural 
tool or machinery. It could be something they've seen in use, used 
themselves, or learned about.  

 Allow students to use laptops or tablets for quick research if needed. 
 Groups share their thoughts with the class, placing sticky notes on 

the respective tool images on the board 
 Facilitate a class discussion on how agricultural technology has evolved and 

its impact on society and farming practices. 
 Ask students to consider questions like: 

 "How has technology changed the way we farm?" 
 "What are the benefits and challenges of modern agricultural 

technology?" 
 "How does technology in agriculture affect our everyday 

lives?" 
 Introduce the concept of reader's theater, explaining that it's a way to bring 

history to life through acting out historical events. 
 Distribute copies of the script, making sure to assign roles to each 

student.  
 Encourage them to read through their parts and get familiar with 

their characters. 
 Explain that they will be performing the script in a while, so 

they should pay attention to their roles. 
 Instruct the students to take their positions as the scenes 

progress. Encourage them to express enthusiasm and engage 
with their roles. 

 If available, provide costumes or props to enhance the 
experience. 

 Encourage active participation from the students not currently 
performing by having them watch and react as an audience. 

 [Scene: A classroom filled with middle school students. 
A teacher stands at the front.] 

 TEACHER: (Excitedly) Good morning, class! Today, 
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we're going on an exciting journey through history to 
explore the importance of agriculture and its 
technological evolution. And guess what? You all have 
important roles to play in our story! 

 [Teacher hands out roles to students, including 
farmers, inventors, and narrators.] 

 ACT 1: THE DAWN OF AGRICULTURE [Scene: Students 
portraying early humans, gathered around a makeshift 
prehistoric settlement.] 

 NARRATOR (STUDENT 1): (With enthusiasm) Once 
upon a time, we were early humans, living as nomads, 
hunting, and gathering for food. 

 NARRATOR (STUDENT 2): (Excitedly) But then, 
something incredible happened! Our group found wild 
grains that could change our lives forever. 

 [Students portraying early farmers discover wild grains 
and start planting.] 

 NARRATOR (STUDENT 3): (Captivating) We learned to 
cultivate these plants, and that marked the beginning 
of agriculture. 

 ACT 2: ANCIENT INNOVATIONS [Scene: Students as 
ancient Egyptians, Chinese farmers, and traders in a 
bustling marketplace.] 

 NARRATOR (STUDENT 4): (Confident) As civilizations 
emerged, so did innovations. In ancient Egypt, we 
mastered the art of harnessing the Nile River for 
irrigation. 

 NARRATOR (STUDENT 5): (Proudly) Meanwhile, in 
China, we introduced plows pulled by oxen, making 
farming more efficient and productive. 

 ACT 3: THE MEDIEVAL RENAISSANCE [Scene: Students 
portraying medieval European farmers in a village.] 

 NARRATOR (STUDENT 6): (Engaging) Fast forward to 
the Middle Ages, where we, as medieval European 
farmers, adopted heavy plows and crop rotation 
techniques, boosting productivity and creating thriving 
towns. 

 ACT 4: THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION [Scene: Students 
as inventors and farmers in the 18th-century.] 

 NARRATOR (STUDENT 7): (Excitedly) The 18th century 
marked a turning point with the Industrial Revolution! 
We invented steam engines, reapers, and threshers, 
revolutionizing farming! 

 ACT 5: THE MODERN ERA [Scene: Students in a 
modern-day farm with tractors and automated 
machinery.] 

 NARRATOR (STUDENT 8): (Passionately) Today, 
agriculture continues to evolve with amazing 
technology. We have genetically modified crops, 
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precision farming, and even satellite-guided tractors. 
 CONCLUSION: [Scene: Back in the classroom.] 
 TEACHER: (Smiling) And that, class, is the story of 

agriculture's incredible journey through time. It's a 
reminder of our ability to adapt, innovate, and thrive as 
a society. 

 STUDENT 9: (Inquisitive) So, what role will agriculture 
play in our future, as middle school students? 

 TEACHER: (Wise) Great question! As future innovators, 
scientists, and farmers, it's up to you to continue this 
journey of discovery, ensuring that agriculture remains 
a vital part of our world. 

 [The classroom applauds, and the words "The End" 
appear on the screen.] 

 TEACHER: (Encouragingly) Remember, each of you has 
the power to shape the future of agriculture and our 
world. Now, let's discuss what we've learned and how 
we can contribute to this amazing story! 

 [The students engage in a lively discussion about the 
importance of agriculture and its future.] 

 Display images of different agricultural tools and machinery, 
ranging from ancient tools to modern machinery. Ask 
students to identify any tools they recognize and share any 
experiences they have with them.  

 After the performance, have a brief discussion about each act, 
highlighting the importance of each historical period and 
technological advancement in agriculture. 

 Facilitate a class discussion about the key takeaways from the 
script and the importance of agriculture in human history. 

 Ask questions such as: 
 "Why was the discovery of agriculture such a significant 

turning point in history?" 
 "How did technological advancements impact farming and 

agriculture?" 
 "What are some ways in which agriculture has changed over 

time?" 
 Encourage students to share their thoughts and reflections on 

the role of agriculture in society and its continued evolution. 
 Have students individually write a short paragraph or 

two about what they've learned from the reader's 
theater activity. They can discuss the importance of 
agriculture, its historical significance, and its role in the 
modern world. 

 Encourage them to reflect on how technological 
advancements have influenced agriculture and why it's 
essential to continue improving farming practices 

 
Technological Innovations and Societal Changes (explore) 
 Prior to the lesson, create a scoring rubric to assess the group research projects. 
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Include criteria such as research accuracy, presentation quality, teamwork, and 
overall understanding of the topic.  

 Prior to the lesson, create a list of historical agricultural innovations for students to 
choose from. Include innovations such as: 

 Domestication of Plants and Crops 
 Invention of the Plow 
 The Green Revolution 
 Development of Irrigation Systems 
 The Use of Animal Labor in Agriculture (e.g., oxen, horses) 
 Crop Rotation Practices 
 Invention of the Cotton Gin 
 Introduction of Hybrid Seeds 
 Introduction of Tractors and Mechanized Farming 
 Adoption of Precision Agriculture Techniques 
 Discovery of Synthetic Fertilizers 
 Introduction of Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs) in Agriculture 
 The Use of Pesticides and Herbicides 
 Agricultural Innovations in Ancient Civilizations (e.g., the Nile River's role in 

Egyptian agriculture) 
 The Role of Agricultural Societies in Shaping Early Civilizations 
 You can choose to add or modify items on this list based on the specific 

focus of your curriculum or the interests of your students. 
 Begin by discussing the importance of agriculture in human history and the 

impact of technological innovations on farming practices and societies. 
 Present the list of historical agricultural innovations to the students.  
 Explain that they will be working in groups to research and present on one 

of these innovations. 
 Allow students to choose their groups and topics. Ensure that each 

group has access to research materials and resources. 
 Provide students with a research guide or worksheet that includes 

questions and prompts to help guide their research. Encourage them 
to take notes and cite their sources.’ 

 Here's a research guide or worksheet that includes questions 
and prompts to help guide students' research on historical 
agricultural innovations: 

Historical Agricultural Innovation Research Guide 
Title of Innovation: 
Group Members: 
 
Instructions: 
 Research your chosen historical agricultural innovation 

thoroughly. Use the questions and prompts below to guide 
your research. Remember to take detailed notes and cite your 
sources properly. 

1. Historical Context: 
 What time period or era is associated with this innovation? 
 Where and when did it originate? 
 What were the driving factors or reasons behind its 

development? 
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2. Description of the Innovation: 
 Provide a detailed description of the innovation. 
 How does it work or how did it work? 
 Are there any specific components or techniques associated 

with it? 
3. Impact on Farming Practices: 
 How did this innovation change or improve farming 

practices? 
 Did it lead to increased agricultural productivity? If so, how? 
 What challenges or problems did it address in agriculture? 
4. Societal Implications: 
 How did this innovation impact society at large? 
 Did it lead to population growth or changes in settlement 

patterns? 
 Were there economic or cultural effects on societies? 
5. Advantages and Disadvantages: 
 What were the advantages of this innovation? 
 Were there any disadvantages or negative consequences 

associated with its use? 
 How did people adapt to these advantages and 

disadvantages? 
6. Historical Significance: 
 Why is this innovation considered historically significant? 
 How does it fit into the broader history of agriculture and 

technological advancements? 
7. Modern Relevance: 
 Are there any aspects of this innovation that are still relevant 

in modern agriculture? 
 Have there been any adaptations or innovations inspired by 

this historical innovation? 
8. Citations: 
 List the sources you used for your research. 
 Include the publication date, author, title, and page numbers 

if applicable. 
Notes: 
 Use this space to jot down key points, interesting facts, and 

any additional information you find during your research. 
 Instruct students to use the class period for research and 

preparation. They should gather information about their chosen 
historical agricultural innovation, including its history, impact, and 
significance. 

 Encourage students to work collaboratively within their 
groups, sharing their findings and discussing how they will 
present their information. 

 Remind students to cite their sources and keep track of the 
information they gather 

 Have each group prepare a presentation on their chosen historical 
agricultural innovation.  

 They can use poster boards, PowerPoint presentations, or any 
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other visual aids they prefer. 
 Each group should address the following in their 

presentation: 
 Historical context and background of the 

innovation. 
 How the innovation impacted farming practices. 
 The broader societal implications of the 

innovation. 
 Encourage creativity in their 

presentations, such as incorporating 
images, diagrams, or even 
demonstrations. 

 After all groups have presented, facilitate a class discussion about the 
different innovations and their impacts.  

 Encourage students to reflect on the significance of technological 
advancements in agriculture throughout history. 

 Here are some discussion prompts to facilitate a class 
discussion about the different historical agricultural 
innovations and their impacts: 

 Comparative Analysis: 
 Compare and contrast the various agricultural 

innovations presented by different groups. What 
were the common themes or differences among 
them? 

 Most Significant Innovation: 
 In your opinion, which historical agricultural 

innovation had the most significant impact on 
farming practices and societies? Why do you 
think so? 

 Challenges and Solutions: 
 Discuss the challenges that each innovation 

aimed to address. Did they effectively solve 
those challenges, or were there unintended 
consequences? 

 Societal Changes: 
 How did these innovations impact societies in 

terms of population growth, social structures, 
and economic development? 

 Environmental Impacts: 
 Consider the environmental effects of these 

innovations. Did any of them have positive or 
negative consequences for the environment? 

 Modern Applications: 
 Are there modern applications or adaptations of 

these historical innovations in today's 
agriculture? Provide examples if possible. 

 Ethical Considerations: 
 Were there any ethical considerations 

associated with these innovations? For example, 
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did they lead to exploitation or environmental 
degradation? 

 Innovation Adoption: 
 Discuss the factors that influenced the adoption 

of these innovations in different regions and 
time periods. What made some innovations 
more widely accepted than others? 

 Lessons Learned: 
 What lessons can we learn from the historical 

agricultural innovations discussed today? How 
can we apply these lessons to modern 
agricultural practices? 

 Future Agricultural Innovations: 
 What do you think the future holds for 

agricultural innovations? Are there specific 
challenges in agriculture today that require 
innovative solutions? 

 Personal Reflections: 
 Ask each student to reflect on one thing they 

found particularly interesting or surprising from 
the presentations. Encourage them to share 
their reflections with the class. 

 Impact on Food Security: 
 Consider the role of these innovations in 

ensuring food security. Did they contribute to 
increased food production and accessibility? 

 Local vs. Global Impact: 
 Explore whether these innovations had a greater 

impact on local or global scales. Were some 
innovations more regionally focused, while 
others had broader implications? 

 Cultural and Traditional Aspects: 
 Did any of the innovations discussed have 

cultural or traditional significance in certain 
societies? How did they shape cultural practices 
related to agriculture? 

 Balancing Innovation and Sustainability: 
 Discuss the balance between agricultural 

innovation and sustainability. How can we 
ensure that future innovations are 
environmentally and socially responsible? 

 Encourage students to share their thoughts, insights, and 
questions during the discussion. You can use these prompts 
to guide the conversation and ensure that students have a 
well-rounded understanding of the historical agricultural 
innovations and their complex impacts on society and the 
environment. 

 Assess each group's presentation using the rubric you 
prepared earlier. 
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Technological Innovations and Societal Changes (Explain) 
 Begin the lesson by asking students a thought-provoking question related to 

modern agriculture. For example: "How do you think technology has changed the 
way we grow and produce food?"  

 Facilitate a class discussion where students share their initial thoughts and 
ideas about the topic. Encourage them to express their opinions and 
questions.  

 Here are some questions to facilitate a class discussion where 
students share their initial thoughts and ideas about the topic of 
modern agricultural technologies: 

 What comes to your mind when you hear the term "modern 
agricultural technologies"? 

 Why do you think technology is important in agriculture? 
 Have you ever thought about how the food you eat is grown 

and produced? 
 How do you think technology might have changed the way 

farmers grow crops and raise animals compared to the past? 
 Do you think there are benefits to using technology in 

farming? What are some of these benefits? 
 Are there any concerns or questions you have about the use 

of technology in agriculture? 
 Can you think of any examples where technology is used on 

farms or in food production? 
 Do you believe modern agricultural technologies have a role 

in addressing global challenges like food security and 
sustainability? Why or why not? 

 Are there any specific technologies or innovations you've 
heard of or are curious about in the world of farming and 
agriculture? 

 How might the use of technology in agriculture affect our 
environment and the quality of the food we eat? 

 Encourage students to share their thoughts, opinions, 
and questions openly during this discussion. It's 
important to create a safe and inclusive environment 
where students feel comfortable expressing their ideas 
and uncertainties about the topic of modern 
agricultural technologies. 

 Present a short video or image slideshow showcasing modern agricultural 
practices and technologies to capture students' interest and curiosity.  

 "Modern Farming Technology & Amazing Agriculture Machines" and 
showcases various modern agricultural practices and technologies. 
This video could be an engaging and informative resource for 
students to learn about contemporary farming methods. You can 
watch the video on YouTube by following this link: Modern Farming 
Technology & Amazing Agriculture Machines. 

 For an image slideshow, there are various stock photo websites like 
iStockphoto, Getty Images, and Shutterstock where you can find 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



106 

 

Origins of  Farming 

 
T

e
ch

n
o

lo
gi

ca
l I

n
n

o
va

ti
o

n
s 

an
d

 S
o

ci
et

al
 C

h
an

ge
s 

 

high-quality images of modern agricultural technology. You can 
create a slideshow from these images to complement the video and 
provide a more comprehensive overview of modern agricultural 
practices. 

 Provide students with a brief overview of the main topic to be explored: 
genetic modification of crops, 

 Overview of Genetic Modification of Crops 
 Genetic modification of crops, often referred to as GMOs 

(Genetically Modified Organisms), is a scientific technique 
used in agriculture to alter the DNA of plants. This process 
involves introducing specific genes or traits into a plant's 
genetic code to enhance its characteristics or make it more 
resistant to pests, diseases, or environmental conditions. 

 Key Points to Consider: 
 Why Genetic Modification? 

 Genetic modification is employed to improve crop 
yields, nutritional content, and resistance to various 
challenges that can affect agricultural production. 

 Crop Traits: 
 Scientists can modify crops to exhibit specific traits, 

such as resistance to insects, tolerance to herbicides, or 
increased nutritional value. 

 Methods of Genetic Modification: 
 Genetic modification can be achieved through 

techniques like gene insertion, where a specific gene is 
added to a plant's DNA, or gene editing, which 
involves making precise changes to the existing 
genetic code. 

 Benefits: 
 Genetic modification has the potential to increase 

agricultural productivity, reduce the need for chemical 
pesticides, and create crops with enhanced nutritional 
content. 

 Concerns and Controversies: 
 While genetic modification offers benefits, it also raises 

concerns about potential environmental impacts, 
safety, and ethical considerations. 

 To help students understand how genetic modification can influence a 
specific trait in crops, such as the thickness of tomato skin, to improve their 
suitability for long-distance transport.  

 Begin by discussing the importance of tomatoes in our diets and the 
challenges associated with transporting them long distances without 
damage. 

 Explain to students that scientists have used genetic 
modification to develop tomatoes with thicker skins, which 
can withstand the rigors of transportation while preserving 
their taste and quality. 

 Emphasize that genetic modification isn't always about 
making changes that are immediately visible but often 
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focuses on specific traits like skin thickness for practical 
reasons. 

 Divide students into small groups. 
 Provide each group with several ripe tomatoes. 

 Ask each group to select one tomato to serve as the 
control group (unmodified), and another tomato to 
represent a genetically modified (GM) tomato  

 You can purchase genetically modified purple 
tomato seeds (first seed offering expected to go 
live by the end of January 2024)  or the 
tomatoes themselves ( select farmers markets 
and grocery stores) developed by Norfolk Plant 
Sciences, for home growing. The United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) has approved 
these seeds for purchase. 

 These tomatoes are high in anthocyanins, 
a type of antioxidant, and have been 
developed for their health benefits as 
well as their unique color and flavor.  

 Use small markers or stickers to label the control 
and GM tomatoes accordingly.’ 

 Control Tomato: Use a common, 
commercially available tomato variety, 
such as the classic "Roma" or "Roma 
Plum" tomato. These are typically 
considered non-GMO and are readily 
found in most grocery stores. Label this 
as the "Control Tomato."  

 You can designate the genetically 
modified (GM) tomato in your activity as 
a purple tomato variety. In this case, you 
can label it as the "GM Purple Tomato" or 
simply "Modified Purple Tomato" to 
distinguish it from the control tomato. 

 It's important to clarify to students that 
the purple color in this scenario is a 
symbolic representation of genetic 
modification, as real genetically modified 
tomatoes may not necessarily be purple. 
This distinction allows you to use a 
readily available tomato variety as the 
control while using the idea of a purple 
tomato to simulate the concept of 
genetic modification for the purpose of 
the activity. 

 In an open space outdoors or in a controlled indoor 
environment, have each group take turns dropping 
both the control and GM tomatoes from a consistent 
height (e.g., one meter) to simulate a potential fall 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



108 

 

Origins of  Farming 

 
T

e
ch

n
o

lo
gi

ca
l I

n
n

o
va

ti
o

n
s 

an
d

 S
o

ci
et

al
 C

h
an

ge
s 

 

Tomato Bounce Experiment Worksheet 
 
Objective: To measure and record the bounce height of a tomato after being 
dropped from various heights. 
 
Materials Needed: 

 Tomatoes 

 Ruler or measuring tape 

 Camera (optional for recording the experiment) 
 
Procedure: 

 Gather all materials. 
 Set up a safe and controlled area for the experiment. 
 Label the tomatoes if needed for identification. 
 Choose different heights from which to drop the tomatoes. Start with a low 

height and increase gradually. 
 Hold the tomato above the chosen height and let it drop onto a hard 

surface. 
 Measure the height of the bounce (how high it rebounds after hitting the 

surface) using the ruler or measuring tape. Record this height. 
 Repeat steps 4-6 for each tomato from different heights. 
 If using a camera, record the drops and bounces for further analysis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Observations and Notes: 

Record any observations or notes about the tomatoes' behavior, shape, or other 

relevant details. 

 

Conclusion: 

Write your conclusions based on the data collected. What patterns or trends did you 

observe? What can you infer from the results? 

 

Graphing Area: 

If required, create a graph to visually represent your data. 

 

Questions: 

What impact did the drop height have on the bounce height? 

Were there any unexpected behaviors or results during the experiment? 

How could you improve this experiment for more accurate results? 

What real-life situations might this experiment relate to? 
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during transportation. 
 After each drop, have students measure the height the 

tomato bounced to using a measuring tape or ruler. 
Record the measurements for each tomato. 

 Repeat the process for both types of tomatoes, 
ensuring that each group conducts multiple 
drops to gather data. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Gather the groups together and have them share their data. 
Calculate the average bounce height for both the control and GM 
tomatoes. 

 Bring all the small groups back together, and have each group share 
their data on the bounce heights of both the control and GM 
tomatoes. Compile this data on the board or a chart for reference.  

 Calculate the average bounce height for both the control and GM 
tomatoes. Add up the bounce heights for each tomato type and 
divide by the number of trials conducted by each group. Write these 
averages on the board.  

 Begin the discussion by asking students to compare the average 
bounce heights of the control and GM tomatoes  

 Facilitate a class discussion using the following questions: 
 Did you notice any differences in how the control and 

GM tomatoes behaved during the drop test? 
 What do the measurements tell us about the tomatoes' 

ability to withstand falls and transportation? 
 How might genetic modification help in making 

tomatoes more suitable for long-distance transport 
without compromising their quality? 
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 Are there any potential concerns or ethical 
considerations related to genetic modification of crops 
that we should be aware of? 

Technological Innovations and Societal Changes (elaborate) 
 Begin by discussing the importance of staying updated with emerging 

technologies in agriculture for addressing food security and sustainability 
challenges. 

 Explain that the Technology Showcase will provide hands-on experience 
with these technologies. 

 Technology Stations  
 Set up different stations within the classroom or a designated area, 

each focusing on a specific emerging agricultural technology  
 Here is a list of some emerging agricultural technologies that have 

gained prominence in recent years: 
 Vertical Farming: Vertical farming involves growing crops in 

stacked layers or vertically inclined surfaces, typically indoors. 
It allows for year-round cultivation in controlled 
environments, reducing water usage and pesticide use. 

 Precision Agriculture: Precision agriculture uses technologies 
like GPS, drones, and sensors to optimize farming practices, 
including crop monitoring, soil analysis, and resource 
management, leading to increased efficiency and reduced 
environmental impact. 

 Autonomous Vehicles: Autonomous tractors and machinery 
are equipped with AI and GPS systems that enable them to 
perform tasks such as planting, harvesting, and spraying with 
minimal human intervention. 

 Drone Technology: Drones are used for crop monitoring, 
aerial imaging, and pesticide application. They provide real-
time data and imagery for better decision-making in 
agriculture. 

 AI and Machine Learning: Artificial intelligence and machine 
learning are being employed to analyze vast amounts of 
agricultural data, predicting crop yields, disease outbreaks, 
and optimizing resource allocation. 

 Internet of Things (IoT): IoT devices are used to collect and 
transmit data from sensors placed on equipment, crops, and 
livestock, helping farmers make informed decisions and 
improve resource management. 

 Biotechnology and Genomic Editing: Biotechnology tools like 
CRISPR-Cas9 are used to develop genetically modified crops 
with enhanced traits, such as disease resistance or improved 
nutritional content. 

 Hydroponics and Aquaponics: Hydroponics and aquaponics 
systems allow for soilless cultivation of crops by providing 
nutrient-rich water to plants. Aquaponics combines 
aquaculture (fish farming) with hydroponics in a symbiotic 
ecosystem. 

 Smart Irrigation Systems: These systems use sensors and data 
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analytics to optimize water usage in agriculture, reducing 
water wastage and improving crop yields. 

 Blockchain Technology: Blockchain is used to create 
transparent and secure supply chains, tracking the origins of 
agricultural products and ensuring food safety. 

 Robotics and Automation: Agricultural robots are designed 
for tasks like weeding, picking fruits, and pruning, which can 
help reduce labor costs and increase efficiency. 

 Biodegradable Packaging: Sustainable packaging materials 
made from biodegradable and compostable materials are 
being developed to reduce plastic waste in agriculture. 

 Soil Health Monitoring: Technologies that assess soil health 
and fertility, including soil sensors and imaging techniques, 
are used to enhance soil management practices. 

 3D Printing: 3D printing is used to create customized 
agricultural equipment and components, making it easier for 
farmers to maintain and repair machinery. 

 Sustainable Energy Solutions: Renewable energy sources like 
solar panels and wind turbines are being integrated into 
farms to reduce reliance on fossil fuels and lower greenhouse 
gas emissions. 

 Indoor Agriculture: Climate-controlled indoor agriculture 
facilities are becoming more common, allowing for year-
round production of crops in urban areas. 

 Biodegradable Pest Control: Eco-friendly methods for pest 
control, such as using beneficial insects or biodegradable 
pesticides, are gaining popularity as alternatives to chemical 
pesticides. 

 At each station, provide a brief demonstration of how the 
technology works and its potential applications. 

 Allow students to interact with the technologies at 
each station. For example: 

 Vertical Farming Station: 
 Resource: Provide students with a mini 

vertical farming kit or hydroponic tower 
garden. You can also use digital 
simulations or virtual tours of vertical 
farms. 

 For a Vertical Farming Station 
video, consider finding one that 
showcases a mini vertical farming 
kit or a hydroponic tower garden 
in action. This could include 
demonstrations of planting seeds 
or seedlings and discussing the 
benefits of vertical farming, such 
as space efficiency and water 
conservation. The "Tower Garden" 
by Juice Plus, as a specific 
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example, might have promotional 
or instructional videos available  

 Here are some video resources that align 
with your educational stations online.  

 8 Vertical Farming Towers 
Reviewed: YouTube Video 

 Vertical Farming with Aeroponic 
Tower Gardens: YouTube Video 

 How to Set Up Tower Garden | 
Indoor Vertical Farming: YouTube 
Video 

 Vertical farming using aeroponic 
Tower Gardens: YouTube Video 

 Activity: Students can plant seeds or 
seedlings in the mini vertical farm and 
learn about the concept of vertical 
farming. They can discuss the benefits of 
this method, such as efficient space 
utilization and reduced water usage. 

 Example: The "Tower Garden" by Juice 
Plus is a compact, soilless vertical 
gardening system suitable for 
educational purposes. It allows students 
to grow a variety of vegetables and herbs 
in a small space. 

 Drone Technology Station: 
 Resource: Use a drone simulator or 

provide a small drone for students to 
operate in a controlled environment. 

 Use a drone simulator or provide a 
small drone for students to 
operate in a controlled 
environment. Activity: Students 
can learn the basics of drone 
operation, including takeoff, 
navigation, and landing. They can 
also explore how drones are used 
in agriculture, such as aerial 
imaging and crop monitoring. 
Example: DJI provides drone 
simulators that allow students to 
practice flying drones without the 
risk of damaging real equipment. 
DJI also offers agricultural drone 
solutions for crop analysis.  

 DJI Flight Simulator 
Introduction: DJI Website 

 DJI Virtual Flight Simulator 
Demo: YouTube Video 
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 Introducing DJI Flight 
Simulator: YouTube Video 

 DJI VIRTUAL FLIGHT FPV 
SIMULATOR APP Review: 
YouTube Video 

 Activity: Students can learn the basics of 
drone operation, including takeoff, 
navigation, and landing. They can also 
explore how drones are used in 
agriculture, such as aerial imaging and 
crop monitoring. 

 Example: DJI provides drone simulators 
that allow students to practice flying 
drones without the risk of damaging real 
equipment. DJI also offers agricultural 
drone solutions for crop analysis. 

 AI in Farming Station: 
 Resource: Provide access to AI-powered 

agriculture software or apps that 
demonstrate plant health monitoring. 

 Regarding the AI in Farming 
Station, seek out videos that 
demonstrate AI-powered 
agriculture software or apps, like 
the "Plantix" app. These videos 
could show how AI algorithms 
analyze images and sensor data to 
detect plant diseases and nutrient 
deficiencies. They might also 
include demonstrations of 
students using the app to take 
pictures of plants and receiving 
diagnostic feedback  

 Plantix App Overview: 
YouTube Channel 

 How To Use Plantix App? | 
Plantix App Review: 
YouTube Video 

 Plantix - A mobile app 
revolutionizes farming: 
YouTube Video 

 Plantix App: An overview: 
YouTube Video 

 Activity: Students can explore how AI 
algorithms analyze images and sensor 
data to detect plant diseases, nutrient 
deficiencies, and other issues. They can 
input sample data and observe how AI 
makes recommendations. 
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 Example: The "Plantix" app is an AI-based 
tool that helps farmers identify and 
manage plant diseases. Students can use 
the app to take pictures of plants and 
receive instant diagnostic feedback. 

 These resources and examples will allow 
students to engage with emerging agricultural 
technologies in a hands-on and interactive 
manner, enhancing their understanding of how 
these technologies work and their potential 
applications in agriculture. 

 After visiting all the stations, gather students for a group discussion. 
 For your educational session on modern agricultural technologies 

like vertical farming, drone technology, and AI in farming, here are 
some discussion questions that can encourage students to reflect on 
what they've learned and to explore the impact of these 
technologies on agriculture, sustainability, and society: 

 Vertical Farming: 
 How does vertical farming compare to traditional farming in 

terms of resource efficiency (like water and land usage)? 
 What are the potential environmental benefits and limitations 

of vertical farming? 
 How could vertical farming impact urban areas, especially in 

terms of food accessibility and local production? 
 Can vertical farming be a solution for food production in 

areas with harsh climates or limited arable land? Why or why 
not? 

 Drone Technology in Agriculture: 
 How do drones change the way farmers monitor and manage 

their crops? 
 Discuss the potential benefits and drawbacks of using drones 

for tasks like crop monitoring, spraying, and planting. 
 What ethical considerations should be taken into account 

when using drones in agriculture? 
 How might drones contribute to sustainable farming 

practices? 
 AI in Farming: 

 In what ways can AI revolutionize plant health monitoring and 
disease diagnosis? 

 Discuss the potential impacts of AI on the efficiency and 
productivity of farming. 

 What are the challenges and limitations of implementing AI in 
agriculture, particularly in developing countries? 

 How can AI in farming contribute to global food security and 
sustainability? 

 General Discussion on Technology in Agriculture: 
 What are the societal implications of adopting advanced 

technologies in agriculture? 
 How might these technologies influence the future job 
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market in the agricultural sector? 
 Discuss how the integration of technology in agriculture 

could influence global food supply chains. 
 What ethical considerations should be made when 

implementing these technologies at a large scale? 
 These questions can help facilitate a thoughtful 

discussion among students, enabling them to explore 
the complexities and nuances of integrating 
technology into agriculture and its broader impact on 
society and the environment. 

 In a world where water resources are becoming increasingly scarce, 
agriculture faces a significant challenge: how to increase food production 
while conserving water resources. Water scarcity affects crop yields, and 
inefficient water usage can harm the environment. The challenge is to find 
innovative solutions that balance the need for increased agricultural 
productivity with responsible water management. 

 Begin by dividing the students into groups, and assign each group one of 
the emerging agricultural technologies discussed in the Technology 
Showcase (e.g., vertical farming, drone technology, AI in farming). 

 Scenario Introduction: 
 Present the scenario of addressing sustainable water 

management in agriculture to the entire class. 
 Emphasize the importance of this challenge in the context of 

global food security and environmental sustainability. 
 Explain that their task is to brainstorm how their assigned 

technology can effectively address this pressing issue. 
 Within their respective groups, students should engage in a 

collaborative brainstorming session.  
 Encourage them to consider how their technology can: 

 Optimize water usage in crop cultivation. 
 Monitor soil moisture levels in real-time and adjust 

irrigation accordingly. 
 Detect and mitigate water leaks in irrigation systems. 
 Aid in the selection of water-efficient crop varieties. 
 Manage water resources effectively in drought-prone 

regions. 
 Each group is given the opportunity to present their proposed 

solution to the entire class. During their presentations, students 
should: 

 Explain how their chosen technology can contribute to 
sustainable water management in agriculture. 

 Provide specific examples, data, or case studies supporting 
their ideas. 

 Discuss potential challenges or limitations of implementing 
the technology. 

 Facilitate a constructive dialogue to foster critical thinking and a 
deeper understanding of each technology's potential role in 
addressing the water management challenge. 

 How does the technology your group explored contribute to 
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water management in agriculture? What specific features or 
functionalities make it suitable for this purpose? 

 What are some potential advantages of using this technology 
in agriculture, particularly in terms of conserving water 
resources and increasing efficiency? 

 Were there any limitations or challenges identified in your 
research or group discussions regarding the technology's 
application in addressing water management? 

 How does the technology align with sustainability goals and 
practices in agriculture? Are there any potential 
environmental benefits or concerns associated with its use? 

 Consider the scalability of the technology. Can it be 
implemented on a large scale in real-world agricultural 
settings, or are there limitations in terms of size or cost that 
may hinder its widespread adoption? 

 What role can government regulations and policies play in 
promoting or regulating the use of the technology to ensure 
responsible water management in agriculture? 

 Individual Reflections: 
 In your personal reflection, what strengths do you see in the 

technology your group explored for addressing the water 
management challenge? 

 What potential implications, drawbacks, or limitations did you 
identify during your group discussions or personal research? 
How might these factors affect the technology's practical 
implementation? 

 Consider the adaptability of the proposed solutions to real-
world agricultural practices. Are there specific regions or types 
of farming where the technology may be particularly effective 
or face greater challenges? 

 Reflect on the ethical and societal aspects of implementing 
the technology. Are there any ethical dilemmas or social 
considerations that should be taken into account when 
introducing the technology in agriculture? 

 Based on your group's proposed solution and your 
personal reflections, do you believe this technology 
has the potential to make a significant positive impact 
on sustainable water management in agriculture? Why 
or why not? 

 How do the insights gained from this activity align with 
the broader goals of environmental sustainability, 
responsible resource management, and global food 
security? 
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The Shift from Crop Diversity to Lawn Uniformity  

The unit titled "The Shift from Crop Diversity to Lawn Uniformity—Exploring Native 
Polyculture"  provides a comprehensive educational experience for middle school 
students, focusing on the historical, ecological, and cultural aspects of traditional 
agricultural methods, specifically native polyculture. This approach contrasts with the 
modern practice of monoculture. The unit aims to give students an understanding of 
sustainable agriculture, its historical roots, and contemporary relevance. 

Introduction to Native Polyculture: Teachers will start with a background on 
native polyculture, explaining its role in traditional agricultural systems and its 
contrast with monoculture. This includes discussions on how native polyculture 
contributes to a balanced, self-sustaining ecosystem. 
 
Historical Context: The lessons cover historical aspects, including the effects of 
industrialization and colonialism on traditional crops, and the transition from 
polyculture to monoculture. 
 
Real-World Connections: Teachers can discuss various career paths related to 
the topic, like landscaping, ecological restoration, and ethnobotany. 
 
Engagement Activities: The unit includes interactive activities like storytelling, 
map work, and group discussions. Students will engage in hands-on tasks such as 
identifying the origins of different crops on maps and analyzing the ecosystem 
services provided by native polyculture. 
 
Exploring and Researching: Students will delve into the historical and cultural 
significance of specific crops (like maize, potatoes, tomatoes) and their global journey. 
This involves activities like researching traditional uses of these crops in indigenous 
cultures and planting them to understand their growth and care. 
 
Analyzing Nutritional Value: Students will use resources like the "Eat This Much" 
website to analyze the nutritional content of various foods, leading to discussions 
about the importance of dietary diversity. 
 
Cultural Integration Projects: The unit includes assignments where students 
choose a crop and research its integration into a specific culture or cuisine. They can 
present their findings in various formats, including presentations, infographics, or 
cooking demonstrations. 
 
Case Studies and Art Projects: The unit involves analyzing case studies on the 
displacement of traditional crops and creating artwork to represent concepts like 
monoculture and biodiversity in agriculture. 
 
Overall, the unit is designed to be interactive and thought-provoking, encouraging 
students to explore the relationship between agriculture, culture, and sustainability. It 
integrates science, history, and art, providing a multi-disciplinary approach to 
learning. 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



119 

 
The Shift from Crop Diversity to Lawn Uniformity  

 
E
xp

lo
ri

n
g

 N
a
ti

v
e
 

P
o

ly
cu

lt
u

re
  

 
Sustainability and Services 
The Shift from Crop Diversity to Lawn Uniformity—Exploring Native Polyculture  
 
Exploring Native Polyculture:  Educator Background Information 
 
"Exploring Native Polyculture" delves into the historical and ecological richness of 
traditional agricultural methods, which have nurtured diverse human civilizations for 
millennia. Native polyculture, the practice of cultivating multiple crop species in close 
proximity, embodies a deep understanding of natural ecosystems. This method 
stands in stark contrast to the widespread modern practice of monoculture, which 
focuses on the mass cultivation of a single crop. 
 
In native polyculture systems, each plant species plays a specific role, contributing to 
a balanced and self-sustaining ecosystem. These systems are characterized by their 
resilience and efficiency. They often require fewer inputs such as fertilizers and 
pesticides, as the intermingled crops support each other in nutrient uptake, pest 
control, and pollination. This diversity also means that such systems are more resilient 
to environmental stressors like disease outbreaks or climate fluctuations. 
 
Historically, indigenous and local communities worldwide have practiced polyculture 
farming, tailoring their crop selections to local climates, soils, and cultural preferences. 
These practices reflect a deep ecological wisdom, where farming is not just about 
food production but also about maintaining a harmonious relationship with nature. 
As educators, it's crucial to explore how these ancient practices have supported 
sustainable living and food sovereignty, emphasizing their relevance in today's 
context of environmental challenges. 
 
Historically, the cultural idolization of certain plantings came at the detriment of other 
native species. Discovery of benefits rendered by certain plants has also led to 
conflicts over their control, particularly during the era of colonialism. Starting in the 
1600s, Europe began to engage in an explosion of industrial and economic activity 
characterized by expansion into foreign territory for the acquisition of resources. 
Advances in maritime technology deforested most of the British isles of the English 
oak for shipbuilding wood. These ships set off around the world in an “age of 
exploration” seeking what novel goods might be brought back and monetized Due to 
power plays directly tied to an insatiably bustling industrialized economic model and 
all its demands; the resulting environmental and human toll was some of the worst 
ever seen.   
 
The so-called spice wars, for instance, make a great deal more sense if one recognizes 
that spices and other plant products served a more pharmaceutical role at the time. In 
this fast-driven period, many of the first commodities were stimulants derived from 
plants which helped energize European productivity. Of note, the demand for Chinese 
luxury goods (particularly silk, porcelain, and tea) created a trade imbalance between 
China and Britain. China, having no use for paper money, would accept only silver and 
limited the tea trade to the port city of Canton. To counter this imbalance, the British 
East India Company began to grow poppies in Bengal and allowed their private 
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merchants to sell opium to Chinese smugglers for illegal sale in China. The influx of 
narcotics reversed the Chinese trade surplus, drained the economy of silver, and 
increased the numbers of opium addicts inside the country. Back in England, addicts 
were of the caffeine variety, as the popularity and availability of Chinese tea 
skyrocketed in a self-feeding loop, while the east India company profited from 
peddling their product at both ends. The economics of tea would echo around the 
world on ever faster (boston) tea clipper ships including to the American colonies, 
eventually leading to the Boston Tea Party and Americas war for independence. 
Meanwhile throughout more tropical regions, different colonizing nations vied for 
monopoly of various invigorating spices. At one point Denmark would go so far as to 
burn the world’s population of nutmeg trees down on every island save those they 
controlled.   
 
This lesson should also address the transition from polyculture to monoculture, driven 
by industrialization and the quest for agricultural efficiency. This shift has had 
profound implications for biodiversity, soil health, and local ecosystems. It also raises 
important questions about the sustainability of current agricultural practices and the 
potential role of polyculture in future food systems. 
 
By exploring native polyculture, educators can provide students with a comprehensive 
understanding of sustainable agriculture, its historical roots, and its importance in 
contemporary environmental discussions. The lesson offers an opportunity to 
appreciate the wisdom embedded in traditional agricultural practices and encourages 
students to consider how these methods can be adapted to address modern 
challenges in food production and environmental stewardship. 
 
Real World Connections/Careers 
The Shift from Crop Diversity to Lawn Uniformity—Exploring Native Polyculture" 
provides an opportunity to highlight various career connections and real-world 
applications related to this topic. Here are some career connections you can discuss in 
your lesson: Landscaping and Horticulture Professionals, Ecological Restoration 
Specialist, Ethnobotanist, Urban Planner 
 
Unit Objectives: 
By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
 Understand the Concept of Polyculture: Define and explain the concept of 

polyculture and its importance in sustainable agriculture and ecosystem 
management. 

 Explore Native Polyculture: Investigate the practice of native polyculture, focusing 
on the cultivation of indigenous plant and crop species in a balanced ecosystem. 

 Analyze Ecosystem Services: Explore the ecological benefits of native polyculture, 
including soil health improvement, pest control, and biodiversity enhancement. 

 
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS) for Middle School: 
 MS-LS2-1: Analyze and interpret data to provide evidence for the effects of 

resource availability on organisms and populations of organisms in an ecosystem. 
 
 MS-LS2-2: Construct an argument supported by evidence for how increases in 

human population and per-capita consumption of natural resources impact 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



121 

 
The Shift from Crop Diversity to Lawn Uniformity  

 
E
xp

lo
ri

n
g

 N
a
ti

v
e
 

P
o

ly
cu

lt
u

re
  

Earth's systems. 
 
Vocabulary  
 
Polyculture: The practice of cultivating multiple plant or crop species together 
in the same area to promote biodiversity and enhance ecological balance. 
 
Biodiversity: The variety of life in a particular ecosystem, including different 
species of plants, animals, and microorganisms. 
 
Ecosystem Services: The benefits that ecosystems provide to humans, such as 
clean air and water, pollination, soil fertility, and climate regulation. 
 
Monoculture: The cultivation of a single plant or crop species over a large area, 
often with a focus on high yield but with potential ecological drawbacks. 
 
Indigenous: Native to a specific region or area; typically refers to plant or crop 
species that have evolved in a particular ecosystem. 
 
Sustainability: The practice of using resources in a way that meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
needs. 
 
Soil Health: The condition of the soil, including its fertility, structure, and ability 
to support plant growth. 
 
Pest Control: The management of unwanted organisms that can harm crops or 
plants, often achieved through natural predators or organic methods in native 
polyculture systems 
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Exploring Native Polyculture (engage)  
 Begin the lesson with a captivating story or surprising fact about the impact of 

crops like maize, potatoes, and tomatoes on different cultures. You could use 
props or visuals to make the story more engaging.  

  
Title: The Global Journey of Three Remarkable Crops Once upon a time, in a 
world not so different from ours today, there were three incredible crops 
that held the power to shape the destiny of entire civilizations. These crops 
were maize, potatoes, and tomatoes. In the ancient heartland of the 
Americas, maize, also known as corn, stood tall as a symbol of life itself. The 
Native American tribes who cultivated it viewed it not just as a source of 
food but as a sacred gift. It sustained them, providing nourishment and 
sustenance for their bodies and spirits. As we travel across the ocean to the 
rugged mountains and fertile valleys of South America, we find another 
treasure: the humble potato. Native to this region, potatoes were an 
essential part of a great civilization. The people known for their remarkable 
engineering and agriculture cultivated a wide variety of potatoes, which 
could be stored for long periods, making them a valuable resource for 
survival. Now, let's take a leap forward in time and journey to the sunny 
landscapes of Central and South America, where tomatoes were thriving. 
Imagine the vibrant colors and flavors of the tomatoes that graced the 
tables of these regions. They were not just food; they were a symbol of 
passion and love. But here's the twist – despite their importance to these 
cultures, none of these crops were known outside of their respective 
regions. They were hidden treasures, waiting for the world to discover 
them. Then, in the late 15th century, something extraordinary happened. A 
daring explorer set sail on a westward voyage to find a quicker route to 
Asia. Little did they know that they would stumble upon lush islands in the 
Caribbean, where maize, potatoes, and tomatoes were waiting to be 
introduced to the rest of the world. These newfound treasures sparked 
curiosity and fascination among explorers, who quickly realized their 
potential to transform diets and societies. And so, the global exchange of 
crops began. Maize and potatoes made their way to different parts of the 
world, revolutionizing agriculture and feeding growing populations. 
Tomatoes took a slightly longer journey but eventually became an essential 
ingredient in cuisine, giving birth to the beloved tomato sauce we know 
today. The story of these three remarkable crops teaches us that food is 
more than sustenance; it's a bridge between cultures and continents. It 
reminds us that the world is interconnected in surprising and beautiful 
ways, and the impact of something as simple as a potato, a tomato, or a 
stalk of maize can be felt across generations and borders. As we delve 
deeper into the history of these crops, you'll discover the fascinating tales 
of how they shaped cultures, diets, and even history itself. So, let's embark 
on this journey together and explore the incredible world of maize, 
potatoes, and tomatoes!Begin this part of the lesson by addressing the 
students' prior knowledge and engaging their curiosity. Start by asking, 
"Who here has ever eaten corn on the cob, mashed potatoes, or spaghetti 
with tomato sauce?" Encourage students to raise their hands and share 
their experiences. 
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 Write down the names of the three crops - maize, potatoes, and tomatoes - 
on the whiteboard, each under its own heading. 

 Student Responses: 
 Invite students to share what they know about these three 

crops. As they share their knowledge, write their responses on 
the whiteboard under the respective headings. 

 For maize, students might mention that it's commonly known 
as corn and that it's used in various foods like popcorn, 
tortillas, and cornbread. Some students might also know that 
it's a staple in many Latin American dishes. 

 When discussing potatoes, students may mention that they're 
used to make French fries, mashed potatoes, and potato 
chips. Some may also know that there are different types of 
potatoes, like russet and red potatoes. 

 Regarding tomatoes, students might mention their use in 
pizza, pasta sauces, and salads. Some might also know that 
they come in different colors, including red, yellow, and 
green. 

 Connecting to the Lesson:  After collecting their responses, explain that 
these crops are more than just ingredients in our favorite dishes; they have 
fascinating histories and have influenced cultures around the world. 

 Share a brief overview of what the lesson will cover, such as how 
these crops originated in the Americas and the incredible journey 
they took to become global staples. 

 Encourage students to ask questions about these crops. For 
instance, they might wonder where each crop originally came 
from, how they reached other parts of the world, or why they 
became so important in various cultures. 

 Let them know that they will explore these questions and 
more as they dive deeper into the lesson 

 Show students a world map or globe. 
 Begin this part of the lesson by explaining to the students that they 

will be embarking on a hands-on exploration of where the three 
crops - maize, potatoes, and tomatoes - originated. 

 Show them a world map or globe and explain its significance 
as a tool for understanding geographical locations. 

 You can show your students an interactive map titled "Staple 
Food Crops of the World" from the National Agriculture in the 
Classroom website. This map, a media spotlight from National 
Geographic, displays food crop layers using MapMaker 
Interactive. It highlights the production of crops such as 
cassava, potatoes, soybeans, yams, and other food crops, 
showing how many tons were produced per country on 
average from 2010 to 2012. This resource can be a valuable 
tool for discussing the historical locations of various crops 
and their global distribution. 

 You can access the interactive map at this link: Staple 
Food Crops of the World - National Agriculture in the 
Classroom Interactive Map: Staple Food Crops of the 
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World | National Agriculture in the Classroom 
(agclassroom.org)  

 Materials: 
 Provide each group of students with a world map or globe to 

explore. 
 Prepare small stickers or markers (different colors for each 

crop) and labels with the names of the crops. 
  Introduction to Origins 

 Briefly discuss the origins of the three crops with the whole class. 
Remind students that maize originated in the Americas, potatoes in 
South America, and tomatoes in Central/South America. 

 Explain that they will be marking these regions on the maps. 
 Crop Identification  

 Show pictures of maize, potatoes, and tomatoes to the 
students, and briefly describe each crop's appearance. 

 Group Activity  
 Divide the class into small groups (3-4 students per group). 
 Give each group a world map or globe, stickers/markers, and 

labels with the names of the crops. 
 Explain that their task is to locate and mark the regions 

on the map where each of these crops originated.  
 They should use different colors for each crop's 

stickers/markers. 
 Encourage students to work collaboratively, discussing 

and deciding as a group where to place the markers. 
 They should explain where they placed the 

markers for maize, potatoes, and tomatoes and 
share any interesting observations or challenges 
they encountered. 

 To make the activity more interactive, you can provide additional 
resources such as historical maps showing the spread of these crops, 
allowing students to visualize the global exchange over time. 

 Encourage students to reflect on how the geographical origins of 
these crops influenced the cultures and cuisines in those regions. 

Exploring Native Polyculture (explore) 
 Begin by introducing the lesson to the students in an engaging manner that 

captures their attention and sparks curiosity. You can start by saying: 
 "Today, we're embarking on a journey to explore the fascinating 

relationship between geography, culture, and agriculture. To do this, we'll 
be immersing ourselves in the history and challenges of a fictional island 
that is modeled after a real world case. This island is not just any island; it's 
a place where the land, the people, and the crops they grow are deeply 
intertwined." 

 Introduce the Island Map (located at the end of this lesson section) 
 Display the island map on the board or projector screen for all 

students to see. 
 Point out the various geographical features of the island, such 

as the northern areas, the southwestern wetlands, the barrens, 
the mountain ranges, and the central eastern plains. 
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 Explain that each of these features plays a crucial role in 
determining what crops can thrive in different parts of the 
island. For example, the northern areas receive less sunlight, 
similar to Scotland or Nova Scotia, and the southwestern 
regions are wet, much like Oregon and northern California, 
with large bogs and lakes in the lowlands. 

 Briefly introduce the historical context of the island, 
emphasizing that it has a complex history of colonization. 
Explain that for much of its history, this island has been 
technically under the control of a larger, more developed 
nation to its east. 

 Mention that this powerful eastern nation was once occupied 
and influenced by a major Mediterranean empire, which in 
turn influences its agricultural preferences. They prioritize 
"Sunny Field" agriculture, which includes crops like wheat and 
herbaceous Mediterranean crops for export. 

 Describe that the island's ancestral culture includes hunting 
and gathering techniques that make good use of the natural 
resources provided by dense woodlands, such as fruits, nuts, 
and wild game. 

 Connect the historical context to the island's agriculture by 
explaining that the foreign power, which controls the island, 
expects it to produce crops suitable for export, even if they 
may not be well-suited to the island's unique geography. 

 Pose the central questions to the students:  
 How do geography, culture, and colonization influence 

crop selection? How do these factors impact the 
island's agriculture and the well-being of its people? 

 Begin by dividing the class into small groups, with each group 
consisting of 3-4 students. 

 Ensure that each group has access to the island map, crop 
markers, and sheets of paper. 

 Explain to students that they will be deciding where to place 
different crops on the island based on specific scenarios. 

 Briefly introduce the concept of "crop packages" 
 Woodlander Package: 

 The Woodlander package consists of crops and 
agricultural practices that are well-suited to 
wooded or forested areas. These regions 
typically have a significant tree canopy cover 
and may include dense forests or woodland 
areas. 

 Crops: The Woodlander package includes crops 
that thrive in shaded or partially shaded 
environments. These crops are adapted to 
growing under the canopy of trees, where they 
receive filtered sunlight. Examples of crops in 
this package may include: 

 Leafy greens like spinach and lettuce 
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 Shade-tolerant root vegetables like carrots and 
beets 

 Fruits that can grow in partial shade, such as 
berries 

 Practices: Agriculture in wooded areas often 
involves practices like: 

 Companion planting: Growing crops that 
complement each other and provide mutual 
benefits. 

 Limited use of heavy machinery: The presence of 
trees may restrict the use of large farming 
equipment. 

 Sustainable forest management: Balancing 
agriculture with the preservation of the forest 
ecosystem. 

 Coldweather Package: 
 The Coldweather package includes crops and 

farming practices suitable for colder, wetter 
regions, such as those found in the island's 
northern areas. These regions experience cooler 
temperatures and may have prolonged periods 
of rainfall or snow. 

 Crops: Crops in the Coldweather package are 
hardy and can withstand colder climates. They 
are often root vegetables and other crops that 
thrive in cooler, wetter conditions. Examples 
include: 

 Root vegetables like potatoes, carrots, and 
parsnips 

 Cabbage and other cold-tolerant leafy greens 
 Cold-resistant grains like barley 
 Practices: Farming in colder regions may involve 

practices like: 
 Crop rotation: To maintain soil health and 

fertility, farmers often rotate crops in different 
seasons. 

 Season extension techniques: To protect crops 
from frost and extend the growing season. 

 Storage of root vegetables: These crops can be 
stored for longer periods, providing a stable 
food source in winter. 

 Sunny Fields Package: 
 The Sunny Fields package represents crops and 

farming practices that require abundant sunlight 
and are typical of Mediterranean climates. The 
foreign power prioritizes these crops for export. 

 Crops: Crops in the Sunny Fields package are 
sun-loving and thrive in warm, dry conditions. 
They are often associated with Mediterranean 
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and sunny climates. Examples include: 
 Wheat for making bread 
 Olive trees for olive oil production 
 Grapes for wine production 
 Various legumes like peas and beans 
 Practices: Agriculture in sunny fields often 

involves practices like: 
 Irrigation systems: To provide water to crops in 

arid or semi-arid regions. 
 Intensive farming techniques: To maximize crop 

yields in areas with favorable climates. 
 Crop specialization: Focusing on a single type of 

crop for export and economic gain. 
 These crop packages represent different approaches to 

agriculture based on the specific environmental conditions 
and cultural preferences of the island. During the Group 
Activity, students will need to consider which package is most 
appropriate for different regions of the island, taking into 
account its geography and the impact of colonization. 

 Instruct each group to use the crop markers to place crops on 
the island map according to the following scenarios. (sample 
markers noted at the end of this unit) 

 They should discuss and make decisions together as a 
group.  

 Scenario 1 - Incorporating the Coldweather 
Package  

 Place markers representing crops from 
the "Coldweather package" in select 
areas on the map. Consider regions that 
resemble the island's northern areas. 

 Discuss how these crops would adapt to 
the cooler, wetter conditions of these 
areas. 

 Scenario 2 - Foreign Power's Expansion  
 Imagine that the foreign power has set 

up shop at the port capital and expanded 
west into the central plain of the island. 
Discuss and decide whether "Sunny 
Fields" crops would fit well in these areas. 
How would you represent the natural and 
unforced spread of these crops with the 
markers? 

 Consider the impact of colonization on 
the island's agricultural landscape. 

 Scenario 3 - Clearing Woodlands (2 minutes): 
 Identify regions on the map where 

clearing woodlands for agriculture might 
be inconvenient given the island's 
geography. Consider the rocky glades 
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soggy landscapes and mountain ranges. 
 Discuss the challenges of converting 

forested areas into ranched farms and 
the consequences for the environment. 

 Scenario 4 - Well-Suited Regions (2 minutes): 
 Determine which areas on the island are 

well-suited for different types of crops 
based on their geographical 
characteristics. Think about which crops 
are most likely to thrive in each region. 

 Consider the island's diverse geography 
and climate. 

 Scenario 5 - Re-wilding Consideration  
 Discuss whether any areas should be "re-

wilded" or returned to a woodland form 
of land use. Think about the benefits of 
reforestation, especially in regions where 
agriculture might be less practical. 

 Reflect on the importance of balancing 
agriculture with environmental 
preservation. 

 Scenario 6 - Farming Strategy  
 Engage in a discussion about whether it's 

wiser to farm the same crop all over the 
island's various environments or to plant 
what is best adapted to certain regions. 

 Consider the advantages and 
disadvantages of each approach, 
including food security and sustainability. 

 Instruct each group to document their decisions on the 
sheets of paper provided. They should note which 
crops they placed where and the reasoning behind 
each choice. 

 Have each group present their map to the class, 
explaining where they placed the crop markers and 
their thought process behind each decision. 

 Encourage them to elaborate on the scenarios 
and challenges they encountered while placing 
the markers. 

 Here are facilitation questions that you can use 
during the Group Presentation segment to 
engage students in meaningful discussions: 

 Scenario Recap:  Can you briefly 
summarize the scenario your group was 
addressing, such as the Coldweather 
Package or Foreign Power's Expansion? 

 Crop Placement:  Explain which crops 
your group placed on the map and in 
which specific areas. Why did you choose 
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those particular crops for those regions? 
 Reasoning:  What were the key factors 

and considerations that influenced your 
crop placement decisions? How did 
geography and climate play a role? 

 Challenges and Considerations:  Were 
there any challenges or constraints you 
encountered when deciding where to 
place the crop markers? How did you 
address these challenges? 

 Visual Aids (if applicable):  If your group 
prepared visual aids, how did they assist 
in conveying your decisions? Could you 
explain any diagrams or charts you used? 

 Q&A (Open to the Class):  Open the floor 
to the class for questions. Encourage 
classmates to ask clarifying questions or 
seek further insights from the presenting 
group. 

 Reflection:  Looking back, what did your 
group learn about the complex 
relationship between geography, culture, 
and crop selection on the island? 

 Comparison and Contrast:  If there are 
similarities or differences between your 
group's decisions and those of other 
groups, what do you think contributed to 
these variations? 

 Impact of Colonization:  For scenarios 
involving the foreign power's influence, 
how did colonization affect your crop 
placement decisions, and what historical 
context did you consider? 

 Sustainability and Environment:  Did your 
group discuss the sustainability of your 
crop placements and their impact on the 
environment? Were there concerns about 
deforestation or preserving natural 
habitats? 

 Cultural Perspectives:  Were there any 
cultural or historical factors specific to the 
island that influenced your group's 
decisions? How did you balance cultural 
considerations with practical needs? 

 Food Security and Diversity:  In your 
group's opinion, how does the diversity 
of crops on the island contribute to food 
security? Did you consider the potential 
risks of relying on a single crop? 
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Exploring Native Polyculture (Explain)  
 Begin by briefly recapping the key points from the previous lesson, such as the 

scenarios for crop placement and the factors influencing decisions. 
 Explain that Day Two will focus on understanding the nutritional value of 

various foods and exploring the cultural significance of crops. 
 Activity 1: Analyzing Nutritional Value (20 minutes): 

 Introduce "Eat This Much" Website: 
 Allow students to use internet-enabled devices to visit the provided 

link (https://www.eatthismuch.com/food/browse/?
q=apple&type=food) to access information about the calorie 
content of various foods.  

 Explain that the provided link directs to the "Eat This Much" 
website's Food and Recipe browser. This tool allows users to search 
for different foods and analyze their nutrient content. 

 Show students how to use the website by searching for a 
common food item, such as "Apples With skin," and 
displaying its nutritional information per 100 grams or per 
200 calories. 

 Point out details such as calorie count, macronutrient 
content (carbs, fat, protein), and fiber per serving. 

 Student Activity: 
 Instruct students to pair up or work individually on 

computers or devices. 
 Ask them to explore the "Eat This Much" website and 

gather information about the nutritional value of at 
least three different foods. 

 Encourage them to choose a variety of foods, 
including fruits, vegetables, grains, and proteins. 

 Emphasize the importance of comparing calorie 
content and macronutrient composition. 

  
 Lead a brief class discussion by asking students 

to share interesting findings from their 
exploration of the website. 

 Encourage them to discuss any patterns they 
observed in the nutritional content of different 
foods. 

 Have them record the nutritional 
information for each food item on their 
worksheets, comparing calorie count and 
macronutrient content (carbs, fat, 
protein). 

 Lead a brief class discussion by asking students to share 
interesting findings from their exploration of the website. 

 Encourage them to discuss any patterns they observed 
in the nutritional content of different foods. 

  Discussion Questions: 
 Nutritional Variety:  Why is it important for us to 
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consume a variety of foods in our diet? 
 How can eating a diverse range of foods benefit 

our overall health? 
 Balancing Nutrients:  When we analyze the nutritional 

content of different foods, what types of nutrients are 
we looking at (e.g., carbohydrates, fats, proteins, 
vitamins, minerals)? 

 Why is it essential to balance these nutrients in 
our daily meals? 

 Collection and Preparation: When we think about the 
foods we consume, we should also consider the effort 
and energy that goes into collecting and preparing 
them. Some foods require more preparation work than 
others, and this can impact our overall dietary choices. 

 Examples:  Butter, Cheese, Acorn Bread, Maple 
Syrup: These foods often require intensive 
collection and preparation work. Butter and 
cheese involve the process of milk processing, 
while acorn bread requires gathering, grinding, 
and baking acorns. Maple syrup involves 
tapping trees and reducing the sap. Despite the 
effort, these foods tend to be calorie-dense, 
making them valuable as stored rations in times 
before refrigeration. They take up less space in 
the pantry and can last longer. 

 Strawberry Jam: On the other hand, foods like 
strawberry jam require less preparation work 
compared to keeping fresh strawberries. It's 
more practical to keep a jar of strawberry jam 
around than trying to keep fresh strawberries 
fresh. However, relying solely on foods like jam 
can be akin to having a diet of power bars, 
which may not provide a balanced range of 
nutrients. 

 Foraging: Across various cultures, foraging has 
been a way to balance the amount of energy 
spent on food collection against the energy the 
food provides. Whether it's gathering edible 
plants or hunting for small animals, foraging is a 
form of food preparation that balances the 
energy input with the energy output. 

 Discuss the concept of "calorie density" and 
how it relates to food collection and 
preparation. Why might calorie-dense foods 
have been valued in the past? 

 Can you provide examples of traditional dishes 
from different cultures that require significant 
preparation work? What cultural significance 
might these dishes hold? 
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 How has modern technology and convenience 
changed the way we collect and prepare our 
food compared to earlier times? 

 In what ways do different cultures and regions 
utilize local resources and traditional knowledge 
in food collection and preparation? 

 How do considerations of sustainability and 
environmental impact factor into the collection 
and preparation of foods today? 

 Food as Medicine:  Can you think of specific foods that 
are known to have health benefits beyond just 
providing calories? 

 How might consuming a variety of these foods 
contribute to our well-being? 

 Dietary Recommendations:  Have you heard of dietary 
guidelines that suggest incorporating a rainbow of 
fruits and vegetables into our meals?  

 Why is this advice given? 
 How might different colored fruits and 

vegetables offer unique health advantages? 
 Cultural Perspectives: Do different cultures have their 

own traditional foods that are valued for their health 
benefits? 

 What can we learn from the dietary practices of 
diverse cultures around the world? 

 Historical Food Choices:  Looking back at the historical 
spread of crops, how might the availability of various 
foods have influenced the health of different 
populations? 

 Can you think of any historical examples where 
limited food choices affected human health 
negatively? 

 Crop Diversity and Resilience:  How might having a 
diverse range of crops growing in a location contribute 
to food security and resilience in the face of challenges 
such as climate change or pests? 

 What are the risks of relying heavily on a single 
crop for food? 

 Personal Food Choices:  How can the knowledge 
gained from analyzing nutritional value impact our 
everyday food choices? 

 Do you think understanding the nutritional 
content of foods can lead to healthier eating 
habits? 

 These discussion questions are designed 
to help students recognize the 
importance of a variety of foods in 
promoting overall human health. They 
encourage students to think critically 
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about the role of diverse diets in 
preventing nutrient deficiencies and 
supporting well-rounded nutrition 

 
Exploring Native Polyculture (elaborate)  
 Begin by discussing the key crops: maize (corn), potatoes, and tomatoes.  

 By incorporating polyculture land management techniques, indigenous 
cultures blurred the lines between agriculture and environmental 
stewardship. They cultivated diverse crops, ensuring food security while 
maintaining the ecological balance of their regions. These practices stand 
as a testament to the ingenuity of indigenous peoples in managing their 
lands harmoniously.  

 Terracing: Terracing involves creating stepped levels on hillsides to 
optimize water retention and prevent soil erosion. This technique 
was utilized by indigenous communities in the Andes and other 
mountainous regions, allowing them to cultivate crops like potatoes 
and maize on steep terrain. 

 Irrigation: Indigenous cultures in the Americas developed 
sophisticated irrigation systems to efficiently distribute water to their 
fields. This was crucial for crop cultivation in arid regions, ensuring a 
stable food supply. 

 Soil Treatments: Various soil treatment methods, including adding 
organic matter or compost to improve soil fertility, were employed 
to enhance crop yields. These practices contributed to the 
sustainability of indigenous agriculture. 

 Controlled Burns: Controlled burns were used to clear land for 
agriculture, particularly in regions like the Amazon rainforest. This 
practice created fertile "terra preta" soils, enriched with charcoal and 
organic matter, which supported diverse crop cultivation. 

 Additional Techniques: In different parts of the Americas, you can 
find unique practices such as Arician sand dams in the Southwest 
U.S., flooded fields (chinampas) in the Valley of Mexico, Giradini 
Panteschi in Italy, Rapa Nui stone mulching in Easter Island, and 
sugar sheds in the Caribbean.  

 Highlight their origins in the Americas and their importance to indigenous 
cultures  

 Origins of Maize (Corn): 
 Geographical Origin: Explain that maize, also known as corn, 

originated in Mesoamerica, particularly in what is now Mexico and 
Central America. 

 Historical Significance: Emphasize that maize was one of the staple 
crops of ancient Mesoamerican civilizations like the Aztecs and 
Maya. It played a central role in their diets, economies, and cultures. 

 Maize Varieties: Show students images or physical samples of 
different maize varieties, including colorful heirloom varieties. 
Discuss how maize diversity was cultivated and revered by 
indigenous communities. 

 Cultivation of Maize Diversity: 
 Diverse Varieties: Indigenous communities cultivated a 
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wide range of maize varieties, each adapted to 
different environmental conditions. These varieties 
exhibited diverse colors, shapes, sizes, and flavors. 

 Selective Breeding: Indigenous farmers practiced 
selective breeding over generations to develop maize 
varieties that were well-suited to their specific regions. 
This allowed for resilience against pests, diseases, and 
climate variations. 
 Crop Rotation: Indigenous agricultural practices often 
involved crop rotation, where maize was grown alongside 
other crops like beans and squash. This practice promoted 
soil health and ensured a balanced diet. 
 Terraced Farming: In some regions, such as the 
terraced fields of the Andes, maize was cultivated at 
different altitudes, with each altitude zone featuring maize 
varieties adapted to those conditions. 

 Cultural Significance and Reverence: 
 Mythological Significance: Maize held deep mythological and 

spiritual significance in many indigenous cultures. It was often 
associated with creation myths and seen as a gift from the 
gods. These stories reinforced the reverence for maize. 

 Ceremonial Use: Maize was used in various ceremonial rituals 
and festivals. Indigenous communities celebrated the 
planting, harvesting, and consumption of maize through 
dances, songs, and offerings. 

 Symbolism: Maize was often used as a symbol of life and 
sustenance. Its importance was reflected in art, pottery, and 
textiles, where maize motifs were common. 

 Food Security: Maize was a staple food, providing sustenance 
for indigenous populations. The diversity of maize varieties 
ensured that communities had a stable food source even in 
times of environmental challenges. 

 Social Bonding: The cultivation and processing of maize were 
communal activities that strengthened social bonds within 
indigenous communities. These activities often involved 
collective labor and shared meals. 

 Traditional Recipes: Indigenous cultures developed a rich 
array of recipes and culinary techniques for preparing maize-
based dishes. These recipes have been passed down through 
generations and continue to be part of indigenous culinary 
traditions. 

 Preservation: Indigenous communities played a crucial role in 
preserving the genetic diversity of maize. They saved seeds 
from the best-performing plants each year, contributing to 
the maintenance of heirloom varieties. 

 
 Origins of Potatoes: 

 Geographical Origin: Explain that potatoes originated in the Andes 
region of South America, specifically in modern-day Peru and Bolivia. 
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 Historical Significance: Discuss how potatoes were a crucial food 
source for Andean civilizations like the Incas. Explain that they were 
versatile, nutritious, and could be grown at different altitudes. 

 Potato Varieties: Display various potato varieties and discuss how 
indigenous communities in the Andes cultivated and preserved 
different types of potatoes. 

 Cultivation of Different Potato Varieties: 
 Altitudinal Farming: One of the unique aspects of 

potato cultivation in the Andes is altitudinal farming. 
Indigenous farmers planted different potato varieties 
at various altitudes, ranging from lowland valleys to 
high mountain slopes. Each altitude zone had its own 
microclimate, and specific potato varieties were 
cultivated to thrive in these conditions. 

 Crop Rotation: Indigenous farming practices often 
involved crop rotation, where potatoes were grown in 
rotation with other crops like maize and quinoa. This 
practice helped maintain soil fertility and reduced the 
risk of pests and diseases. 

 Terracing: In terraced agriculture, common in the 
Andes, potato cultivation often took place on terraces 
carved into steep mountain slopes. These terraces 
provided flat surfaces for planting potatoes at different 
elevations. 

 Traditional Knowledge: Indigenous farmers possessed 
a deep understanding of local ecological conditions 
and adapted their potato cultivation practices 
accordingly. They selected potato varieties based on 
factors such as temperature, rainfall, and soil type. 

 Preservation Techniques: 
 Freeze-Drying (Chuño and Moraya): To preserve 

potatoes for long periods, indigenous communities 
used freeze-drying techniques. Chuño and moraya are 
traditional freeze-dried potato products. Potatoes were 
exposed to freezing nighttime temperatures and then 
subjected to pressure, removing moisture and 
extending their shelf life. 

 Pachamanca: In some regions, potatoes were 
preserved through a traditional cooking method called 
pachamanca. Potatoes, along with other Andean crops 
and meats, were cooked underground using hot 
stones. This cooking method helped preserve the food 
and made it suitable for storage. 

 Natural Storage: Indigenous communities often stored 
potatoes in underground cellars known as qullqas. 
These storage structures provided a cool and dark 
environment that helped prevent spoilage and 
sprouting. 

 Selective Harvesting: Indigenous farmers practiced 
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selective harvesting, where they would only harvest 
potatoes as needed, leaving the rest in the ground 
until required. This ensured a fresh supply of potatoes 
throughout the year. 

 Seed Saving: Indigenous communities preserved 
potato varieties through seed saving. They carefully 
selected and saved the best potatoes from each 
harvest to use as seeds for the next planting season. 

 Cultural Knowledge Transfer: Knowledge about potato 
preservation techniques and traditional culinary 
practices was passed down through generations within 
indigenous communities. This cultural knowledge 
ensured the continuity of preservation methods. 

 Origins of Tomatoes: 
 Geographical Origin: Explain that tomatoes originated in 

western South America, possibly in the region that is now 
Peru and Ecuador. 

 Historical Significance: Discuss how tomatoes were cultivated 
by indigenous peoples and were later introduced to Europe 
by explorers like Christopher Columbus. 

 Tomato Varieties: Show students different tomato varieties, 
including heirloom types and cherry tomatoes. Explain how 
tomatoes have been incorporated into various cuisines 
worldwide. 

 Here's an explanation of how tomatoes have been 
integrated into different cuisines: 

 Mediterranean Cuisine:  Tomatoes are a 
fundamental ingredient in Mediterranean 
cuisine. They are used to make sauces like 
marinara and puttanesca, as well as the iconic 
Mediterranean dish, Caprese salad, with fresh 
tomatoes, mozzarella cheese, basil, and olive oil. 

 In Greece, tomatoes are used in dishes 
like Greek salad (Horiatiki) and moussaka. 

 In Spain, tomatoes are essential for 
making gazpacho, a cold tomato-based 
soup, and paella, a famous rice dish. 

 Italian Cuisine:  Italy is known for its tomato-
based pasta sauces, including marinara, 
Bolognese, and arrabbiata. These sauces serve 
as the foundation for many Italian pasta dishes. 

 Tomatoes are a key ingredient in classic 
Italian pizzas, providing the base for 
toppings like mozzarella, basil, and 
various vegetables. 

 Mexican Cuisine:  Mexican cuisine relies heavily 
on tomatoes, which are used to make salsa, 
guacamole, and enchilada sauce. 

 Tomatoes are a key component in dishes 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



137 

 
The Shift from Crop Diversity to Lawn Uniformity  

 
E
xp

lo
ri

n
g

 N
a
ti

v
e
 

P
o

ly
cu

lt
u

re
  

like tacos, burritos, and fajitas, providing 
a fresh and juicy element to balance 
flavors. 

 Indian Cuisine:  Tomatoes are used in Indian 
cuisine to create rich and flavorful curry sauces. 
Dishes like butter chicken (murgh makhani) and 
tikka masala feature tomato-based gravies. 

 Tomato chutneys and pickles are 
common accompaniments to Indian 
meals. 

 Middle Eastern Cuisine:  In Middle Eastern 
cuisine, tomatoes are used in dishes like 
shawarma and kebabs, where they provide a 
refreshing contrast to grilled meats. 

 Tomatoes are also a key component of 
dishes like tabbouleh and fattoush salads. 

 Asian Cuisine:  In Southeast Asia, tomatoes are used in 
dishes like Thai green curry and Vietnamese pho, 
where they contribute to the overall flavor profile. 

 In Chinese cuisine, tomatoes are used in sweet 
and sour sauces, as well as stir-fries. 

 American Cuisine:  In the United States, tomatoes are 
used in various ways, from ketchup and tomato soup 
to BLT sandwiches and tomato-based chili. 

 Tomatoes are a vital ingredient in American-
style pasta dishes, such as spaghetti and 
meatballs. 

 Global Fusion Cuisine: Fusion cuisine combines 
ingredients and techniques from different culinary 
traditions. Tomatoes play a role in fusion dishes like 
Mexican-inspired sushi rolls or Italian-Mexican pasta 
dishes. 

 Condiments and Preserves:  nTomatoes are used to 
create condiments like ketchup, tomato paste, and 
tomato sauce, which are commonly used worldwide. 

 Tomatoes are preserved as canned tomatoes, 
sun-dried tomatoes, and tomato jams or 
preserves for use in various cuisines. 

  Salsas and Relishes:  Tomatoes are a primary 
ingredient in salsas, relishes, and chutneys that 
accompany a wide range of dishes globally. 

 Explain that students will have the opportunity to engage in hands-on 
activities related to these crops over the next few weeks. These activities will 
help them understand the historical and cultural significance of these 
plants.  

 Maize Origins and Significance: 
 Begin by discussing the origins of maize in the Americas, 

emphasizing that it was a staple crop for indigenous cultures 
such as the Maya, Inca, and various Native American tribes. 
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 Highlight its importance in indigenous diets, as it served as a 
primary source of sustenance and was often revered as a 
sacred crop. 

 Explain that maize is an essential ingredient in many 
traditional dishes, such as tortillas, tamales, and pozole. 

 Planting Maize: 
 Distribute maize seeds or kernels, planting pots, and soil to 

each student or group. 
 Provide instructions on planting maize seeds, including 

proper spacing and depth. 
 Select a Planting Location: 
 Choose a suitable location for planting maize. If 

planting in a garden bed, ensure it receives full sun, as 
maize requires plenty of sunlight for optimal growth 

 Prepare the Soil: If you're using a garden bed, prepare 
the soil by loosening it with a shovel or garden fork. 
Remove any weeds or debris from the planting area. 

 If you're using planting pots, fill them with 
potting soil, leaving about 1-2 inches of space from 
the top. 

 Determine Spacing:Maize plants should be spaced 
adequately to allow them room to grow and develop. The 
recommended spacing for maize plants is typically about 9
-12 inches apart in rows. 

 If you're planting multiple rows, space the rows 
about 30-36 inches apart to provide room for 
access and growth. 

 Plant Maize Seeds:  Dig small holes in the soil or 
potting mix for each maize seed. The holes should be 
about 1-2 inches deep. 

 Place one maize seed in each hole. 
 Cover and Water:  Gently cover the maize seeds with 
soil, ensuring they are at the proper depth. Pat down the 
soil to secure the seeds. 

 Water the newly planted maize seeds 
thoroughly, making sure the soil is evenly moist. 
Avoid overwatering, which can lead to rotting. 
 Continue to keep the soil consistently moist but 
not waterlogged during the growing season. 
Adequate moisture is essential for maize growth. 

 Monitor Growth:  Maize typically takes several weeks to 
germinate and start growing above the soil surface. Be 
patient and continue to care for your plants. 
 Maize is typically ready for harvest when the kernels 
are plump and the husks have dried and turned brown. 
Harvesting times vary depending on the maize variety, so 
refer to the seed packet or plant information for specific 
guidelines. 

 Teach students how to care for their maize plants, including 
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watering, providing adequate sunlight, and monitoring for signs 
of growth. 
 Encourage students to keep a growth journal, documenting 

the stages of their maize plants with photos, drawings, or 
written descriptions. 

 Research Assignment: 
 Assign students to research the traditional uses of 

maize in indigenous cultures, focusing on a specific 
tribe or region of their choice. 

 Instruct them to explore how maize was prepared and 
consumed, its role in cultural rituals, and any myths or 
stories associated with maize in that culture. 

 Students should present their findings in written 
reports or oral presentations to the class. 

 Growing Potatoes (1-2 class periods) 
 Discuss the introduction of potatoes to Europe, emphasizing 

that they were brought back by explorers and conquistadors 
returning from the Americas, including Sir Walter Raleigh. 

 Explain how potatoes quickly became a vital crop in Europe, 
especially during times of food shortages and famines, due to 
their high yield and nutritional value. 

 Planting Potatoes: 
 Provide students with seed potatoes (potato tubers) 

and gardening tools. 
 Choose a location with well-draining soil and 

full sun exposure. 
 If you're using a garden bed, loosen the soil 

with a shovel, rake, or hoe to a depth of about 8
-10 inches. Remove any weeds, rocks, or debris 
from the planting area. 

 If you're using containers, fill them with a 
mixture of garden soil and potting mix, leaving a 
few inches of space from the top. 

 Demonstrate how to plant potatoes, including proper 
spacing and depth. 

 Dig furrows or trenches in the soil or containers, 
spaced about 3 feet apart for rows and 1.5-2 
feet apart for containers. 

 For trench planting, dig the trench to a depth of 
about 4 inches. 

 Place the seed potatoes or potato pieces into 
the trench or containers, spacing them about 12
-15 inches apart. 

 Cover the potatoes with soil, leaving a layer of 
about 2-3 inches of soil above the tubers. 

 Teach students about hilling potatoes as they grow to 
encourage larger yields. 

 As the potato plants grow, you'll need to "hill" 
them by gradually adding more soil to cover the 
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stems. This encourages tuber formation and 
protects developing potatoes from sunlight 
(which can cause greening and bitterness). 

 When the plants are about 6-8 inches tall, 
mound up soil around them, leaving only the 
top few inches of the plant exposed. 

 Repeat the hilling process every few weeks as 
the plants continue to grow. 

 Instruct students on caring for their potato plants, 
including watering, protecting against pests, and 
providing sunlight. 

 Keep the soil consistently moist but not 
waterlogged throughout the growing season. 
Water deeply when the soil begins to dry out, 
especially during hot, dry periods.  

 Potato plants will produce flowers, but the 
actual potatoes develop underground. You can 
harvest "new potatoes" when the plants start 
flowering, or you can wait until the foliage dies 
back for mature potatoes. 

 Carefully dig up the potatoes using a shovel or fork, 
being gentle to avoid damaging them. 

 Once harvested, allow the potatoes to air dry and cure 
for a few days. Store them in a cool, dark, and well-
ventilated place to prevent sprouting and spoilage. 

 Research Assignment: 
 Assign students to research the historical impact of the 

potato in Europe, particularly during famines such as 
the Irish Potato Famine. 

 Encourage them to explore how the potato helped 
address food shortages, contributed to population 
growth, and influenced agricultural practices in Europe. 

 Students should present their research findings 
through essays, presentations, or posters. 

 Cultivating Tomatoes 
 Tomato Origins and Integration: 

 Discuss the spread of tomatoes from the Americas to 
Europe and their integration into Mediterranean 
cuisines. 

 Explain that tomatoes were initially met with suspicion 
in Europe due to their resemblance to poisonous 
nightshade plants but eventually became a beloved 
ingredient. 

 Planting Tomato Plants: 
 Provide students with tomato plants or tomato fruits 

with seeds. 
 Demonstrate how to plant tomato plants or 

extract seeds from tomatoes for planting. 
 Choose a sunny location for planting 
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your tomatoes. They need at least 6-8 
hours of direct sunlight daily. 

 If using a garden bed, loosen the soil to a 
depth of about 12 inches and amend it 
with compost or well-rotted organic 
matter. 

 If using containers, fill them with a good 
quality potting mix. 

 Dig planting holes in the soil or 
containers, spaced about 2-3 feet apart 
for indeterminate (vining) varieties and 
1.5-2 feet apart for determinate (bush) 
varieties. 

 Remove the tomato seedlings from their 
pots and plant them at a depth that 
covers the root ball and the lowest set of 
leaves. This encourages strong root 
development. 

 Space the plants according to the 
recommended spacing for the specific 
variety you're planting. 

 Instruct students on caring for tomato plants, including 
proper staking, pruning, and disease prevention. 

 For vining tomato varieties, install stakes or 
tomato cages near each plant to provide 
support as they grow. 

 Tie the tomato plants to the stakes or cages as 
they grow to keep them upright 

 Water the newly planted tomato seedlings 
thoroughly to settle the soil and provide 
moisture to the roots. Keep the soil consistently 
moist throughout the growing season. 

 Research Assignment: 
 Assign students to research the cultural integration of 

tomatoes in Mediterranean cuisines, with a focus on a 
specific region (e.g., Italy or Greece). 

 Have them explore how tomatoes transformed 
traditional dishes, such as pasta sauces, ratatouille, and 
Greek salads. 

 Students should present their findings in written 
reports, presentations, or multimedia projects. 

 Activity 4: Cultural Integration Project (2-3 class periods) 
 Assign each student or group to choose one of the three crops 

(maize, potatoes, or tomatoes) and a specific cuisine or culture in 
which that crop has been integrated.  

 Encourage diversity in their choices. 
 Research: Instruct students to conduct thorough research on the 

history, culinary uses, and cultural significance of the chosen crop in 
their selected cuisine or culture.  
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 They should gather information from books, websites, articles, 
and any available primary sources. 

 Compile Findings: Have students compile their research 
findings into a well-organized document. This should include 
details about the crop's introduction, its impact on the 
cuisine, traditional dishes, and any cultural stories, rituals, or 
traditions associated with it. 

 Creativity: Encourage creativity by allowing students to choose how 
they want to present their research. They can opt for one of the 
following options or propose their own: 

 Presentation: Create a visual or oral presentation that includes 
slides with images and key points. 

 Infographic: Design an infographic summarizing the 
information and cultural insights. 

 Poster: Design a visually appealing poster that showcases the 
research findings. 

 Cooking Demonstration (Optional): For an interactive 
element, students can prepare and present a traditional dish 
from their chosen cuisine that features the crop. This could 
include a cooking demonstration or a video of the cooking 
process. 

 Give students ample time to prepare their chosen method of 
presentation, ensuring that it effectively conveys their research 
findings and engages the class. 
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Crop Placement Worksheet 
Group Name: ___________________________ 
Members: ___________________________ 
 
 
Scenario 1 - Incorporating the Coldweather Package: 

 List the crops from the "Coldweather package" you placed on the map. 

 Explain why you chose these specific areas for these crops. 
 
Crops Placed: 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Reasoning: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Scenario 2 - Foreign Power's Expansion: 

 Describe where you placed "Sunny Fields" crops due to the foreign power's expansion. 

 Discuss how you represented the natural spread of these crops. 
Crops Placed: 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Reasoning: 
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Scenario 3 - Clearing Woodlands: 

 Identify regions on the map where you decided it might be inconvenient to clear woodlands 
for agriculture. 

 Explain the challenges of converting these areas and how it affects the environment. 
Regions Identified: 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Challenges and Impact: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Scenario 4 - Well-Suited Regions: 

 List the areas on the island that you found well-suited for different types of crops. 

 Explain which crops are likely to thrive in each region. 
Well-Suited Regions: 

 
 
 
 

 
Crops Suited to Each Region: 
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Scenario 5 - Re-wilding Consideration: 

 Discuss whether your group considered "re-wilding" any areas and why. 

 Reflect on the benefits of reforestation in certain regions. 
Regions Considered for Re-wilding: 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Benefits and Considerations: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Scenario 6 - Farming Strategy: 

 Share your group's perspective on whether it's wiser to farm the same crop across the island 
or adapt to different regions. 

 Explain the advantages and disadvantages of each approach. 
Group Perspective: 
Advantages and Disadvantages: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
General Comments and Reflection: 

 Provide any additional comments or reflections on the overall exercise and what you learned 
about the relationship between geography, culture, and crop selection. 
Comments and Reflection: 
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Analyzing Nutritional Value Worksheet 
Student Name: ___________________________ 
 
Instructions: 
1. Use the "Eat This Much" website to explore the nutritional value of different foods. 
2. Choose at least three different foods from various categories (e.g., fruits, vegetables, grains, 

proteins). 
3. Record the nutritional information for each food item, either per 100 grams or per 200 calo-

ries. 
4. Compare the calorie count and macronutrient content (carbs, fat, protein) of the selected 

foods. 
 
 
Food Item 1: 

 Food Name: ___________________________ 

 Nutritional Information (per 100g or per 200 calories): 

 Calories: __________ 

 Carbohydrates: __________ 

 Fat: __________ 

 Protein: __________ 
 
 
Food Item 2: 

 Food Name: ___________________________ 

 Nutritional Information (per 100g or per 200 calories): 

 Calories: __________ 

 Carbohydrates: __________ 

 Fat: __________ 

 Protein: __________ 
 
 
Food Item 3: 

 Food Name: ___________________________ 

 Nutritional Information (per 100g or per 200 calories): 

 Calories: __________ 

 Carbohydrates: __________ 

 Fat: __________ 

 Protein: __________ 
 
Comparison: 
Compare the calorie count and macronutrient composition (carbs, fat, protein) of the three 
food items you selected. Are there any noticeable differences or patterns? 
 
 
 
 
 
Reflection  
Take a moment to reflect on what you learned about the nutritional value of different foods 

during this activity. Consider the role of nutrition in making informed food choices and its im-

pact on overall health. 
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Cultural Integration Project:  
Student Name: Date: 
 
 
Introduction 
Crop: [Name of the Crop]  
Cuisine/Culture: [Name of the Cuisine/Culture]  
 
 
Research Objective: Briefly explain the purpose of the research and why you chose this 
specific combination of crop and cuisine/culture. 
 
 
 
Historical Background 
Introduction of the Crop: Describe how the chosen crop was introduced to the region of 
your chosen cuisine/culture. Include information about when and by whom it was introduced. 
Culinary Impact 
 
 
 
Influence on Cuisine: Discuss how the crop has influenced the cuisine of your chosen re-
gion. Include details about the types of dishes or culinary practices that have incorporated this 
crop. 
 
 
 
Traditional Dishes: Provide examples of traditional dishes from your cuisine/culture that 
prominently feature the chosen crop. Describe these dishes in detail. 
Ingredients and Preparation: Explain how the crop is typically used in cooking. Include 
information about any unique preparation methods. 
 
 
 
Cultural Significance 
Cultural Stories: Share any cultural stories, myths, or legends associated with the chosen 
crop within your chosen cuisine/culture. 
 
 
 
Rituals and Traditions: Discuss any rituals, ceremonies, or traditions that involve the crop. 
Explain their significance. 
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Symbolism: If the crop holds symbolic meaning in the culture, describe its symbolism and 
significance. 
Visual Aids (Optional) 
Include images, maps, or diagrams that enhance the understanding of your research. Caption them 
appropriately. 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
Summarize the key points of your research, highlighting the crop's impact on the cuisine, its role in 
traditional dishes, and its cultural significance. 
Reflect on what you found most intriguing or surprising during your research. 
References 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
List all the sources, books, articles, websites, and any other references you used for your research. 
Use a consistent citation style (e.g., MLA, APA). 
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Sustainability and Services 
The Shift from Crop Diversity to Lawn Uniformity—The Displacement of Traditional 
Crops  
 
The Displacement of Traditional Crops:  Educator Background Information 
 
Traditional crops, which encompass a rich tapestry of plants cultivated and cherished 
by specific communities across generations, bear a profound significance intertwined 
with cultural heritage and identity. Beyond their role as sustenance, these crops often 
hold symbolic and ritualistic value, enduring as an integral part of cultural 
celebrations and practices. 
 
At the heart of traditional crop cultivation lies biodiversity. These crops maintain a 
diverse array of plant species, frequently featuring native or locally adapted varieties 
that harmonize seamlessly with their environment. Such diversity is a linchpin for 
ecosystem resilience and the bedrock of long-term food security. 
 
Nutritionally, traditional crops are a treasure trove, replete with essential vitamins, 
minerals, and nutrients. These crops have not only nourished communities for 
centuries but also provided a foundation for balanced and wholesome diets. 
Nonetheless, a complex interplay of factors has ushered in the displacement of 
traditional crops, leaving an indelible mark on societies. One such factor is 
globalization, which has propelled a select few major crops to prominence, largely 
due to their suitability for global trade. These commercial crops garner greater 
attention and investment, often relegating traditional crops to the fringes. 
 
Climate change, with its capricious shifts in weather patterns, can also disrupt the 
cultivation and yield of traditional crops. The unpredictability in temperature and 
precipitation poses challenges to sustaining these crops as successfully as in the past. 
Market demands, influenced by changing consumer preferences, play a pivotal role in 
steering away from traditional crop varieties. Hybrid or genetically modified crops, 
chosen for their heightened yields or prolonged shelf life, may overshadow traditional 
crops. 
 
The evolution of land use, as urbanization encroaches upon arable land and 
agriculture expands into new territories, can entail the forfeiture of land traditionally 
earmarked for traditional crop cultivation. Land, growing scarcer, may steer farmers 
toward high-yield, commercially viable crops. 
 
Economic pressures are another formidable catalyst for change. The quest for higher 
incomes and livelihoods can motivate farmers to switch to more lucrative crops, which 
may not align with the traditional crops of their region. 
 
The displacement of traditional crops carries substantial consequences, from the 
erosion of cultural heritage and dietary diversity to the vulnerability in the face of 
evolving environmental conditions. Educators can illuminate the imperative of 
conserving and promoting traditional crops to conserve biodiversity, safeguard 
cultural heritage, and fortify food security. Discussing sustainable farming practices 
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and local initiatives aimed at rekindling traditional crop cultivation can provide 
students with pragmatic insights into addressing this multifaceted challenge. 
It is also essential to underscore the role of arbitrary taste and colonization (societal 
valuation) in the trajectory of traditional crops. Traditional crops, their acceptance or 
rejection, are often swayed by the societal preferences and values of colonizers or 
expanding societies. Their journey is a testament to the intricate dance between 
cultural valuation and agricultural practices. 
 
Real World Connections/Careers 
Many real-world careers are related to the study of agriculture, its history, and its 
impact on society. These careers encompass a wide range of fields and industries, 
each with its unique focus and responsibilities. Here are some examples of careers 
that involve the study of agriculture: Agricultural Scientist, Historian of Agriculture,  
Crop Consultant, Ethnobotanist, Archaeologist, Food Historian, Crop Geneticist  
 
Unit Objectives: 
By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
 Identify the factors that have led to the displacement of traditional crops and the 

potential consequences on food security and cultural diversity.  
 Analyze the advantages and disadvantages of modern crop cultivation, including 

higher yields and potential loss of biodiversity and cultural identity  
 Discuss the importance of sustainable farming practices in maintaining food 

security and protecting the environment.  
 
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS): 
 
 MS-ESS3-3: Apply scientific principles to design a method for monitoring and 

minimizing a human impact on the environment. 
 MS-LS4-5: Gather and synthesize information about the technologies that have 

changed the way humans influence the inheritance of desired traits in organisms 
 
Vocabulary 
 
Traditional Crops: Crops that have been cultivated for generations and are 
deeply rooted in the culture and history of a region. Examples include maize in 
Mexico, quinoa in South America, and millet in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
Hybrid Crops: Crops created by crossbreeding different varieties or species of 
plants to produce offspring with desirable characteristics, such as higher yield or 
disease resistance. 
Biodiversity: The variety of life on Earth, including the different species of 
plants, animals, and microorganisms, as well as the genetic diversity within each 
species. 
Cultural Heritage: The practices, customs, and traditions passed down through 
generations within a particular cultural group, including the cultivation and 
consumption of traditional crops. 
Food Security: The condition in which all people have reliable access to a 
sufficient quantity of affordable and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs. 
Genetic Diversity: The variety of genetic information within a population of 
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organisms, which contributes to the adaptability and resilience of species to 
environmental changes. 
Sustainable Agriculture: Farming practices that aim to meet the current food 
needs of a population while preserving natural resources and ensuring the ability to 
meet future needs. 
Crop Rotation: The practice of planting different crops in the same field in 
successive seasons or years to improve soil health, reduce pest infestations, and 
maintain crop diversity. 
Cultural Erosion: The gradual loss of traditional customs, knowledge, and 
practices, including those related to agriculture and food. 
Indigenous Knowledge: The collective knowledge and wisdom of indigenous or 
local communities, often passed down orally, regarding agriculture, plants, and 
ecosystems. 
Economic Incentives: Financial motivations that encourage individuals or 
communities to make certain choices, such as growing high-yield crops for profit. 
Environmental Impact: The effects of human activities on the environment, 
including changes in ecosystems, biodiversity loss, and pollution. 
Sustainable Farming Practices: Agricultural methods that promote the long-term 
health of the soil, reduce the use of chemicals, and minimize negative impacts on the 
environment. 
Cultural Diversity: The existence of a variety of cultural groups and practices 
within a society, including diverse cuisines and traditions related to food. 
Food Sovereignty: The principle that people and communities have the right to 
define their food systems, including the type of crops they grow and the methods 
they use. 
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The Displacement of Traditional Crops—(explore) 

Introduction to Monocultures and Biodiverse Crop Fields: 

 Briefly explain monocultures and biodiverse crop fields. 

 Monoculture: Cultivation of a single crop species over a large area. 

 Biodiversity: The variety of plant and animal life in a particular habitat. 

 Discuss the environmental impacts of each, highlighting the benefits 
of biodiversity. 

 Monocultures: 

 Reduced Biodiversity: Monocultures invariably result in 
a decline in the variety of species within an area, 
exerting a detrimental impact on ecosystems. The 
absence of diverse plant species limits the resources 
available to local wildlife, disrupting food chains and 
habitats. This reduction in biodiversity not only affects 
the flora but also ripples through the animal kingdom, 
potentially leading to a decline in pollinators, natural 
predators, and other essential ecosystem contributors. 

 Soil Degradation: The continuous cultivation of a single 
crop within monocultures can lead to soil degradation 
on multiple fronts. Firstly, it often depletes specific 
nutrients from the soil, as each crop has unique 
nutrient requirements. Over time, this nutrient 
depletion can render the soil less fertile and less 
conducive to healthy plant growth. Additionally, 
monocultures are more susceptible to soil erosion due 
to the lack of diverse root structures that would 
otherwise help bind soil particles together. As a result, 
monoculture fields are more prone to topsoil loss and 
reduced soil quality. 

 Tomatoes are known to be heavy feeders, 
meaning they require substantial nutrients from 
the soil to grow successfully. In a monoculture 
of tomatoes, the soil becomes exhausted as it 
continuously provides the same nutrients to the 
same crop. 

 Over time, this leads to soil depletion, 
particularly of essential nutrients like 
nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. To 
maintain crop yields, farmers may resort 
to applying chemical fertilizers in larger 
quantities, incurring higher costs and 
contributing to environmental pollution. 
These fertilizers, while temporarily 
boosting nutrient levels, do not address 
the broader issue of soil degradation. 
Eventually, the soil's overall health 
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deteriorates, and its capacity to support 
healthy plant grow 

 Pest and Disease Vulnerability: Monocultures are 
inherently more susceptible to pests and diseases, as 
the uniformity of crops creates an ideal environment 
for these threats to thrive. In such systems, a single 
pest or pathogen can quickly spread and devastate the 
entire crop, leading to substantial yield losses. The 
absence of natural checks and balances, such as 
diverse plant species that may repel pests or attract 
their predators, exacerbates this vulnerability. 

 An example of pest vulnerability in 
monocultures can be seen in the case of the 
emerald ash borer, an invasive insect that 
primarily attacks ash trees. In regions where ash 
trees dominate the landscape as a monoculture 
in urban or forest settings, the emerald ash 
borer poses a severe threat. With a limited 
variety of tree species, these areas lack natural 
predators and competitors for the pest. 

 As a result, when the emerald ash borer 
infests such monoculture areas, it can 
rapidly spread and decimate the entire 
ash tree population. The absence of 
diverse tree species that could deter or 
withstand the infestation exacerbates the 
problem. This not only leads to the loss 
of ash trees but also disrupts ecosystems 
dependent on these trees, affecting 
wildlife and other plant specie 

 Genetic Uniformity: Monocultures often rely on a 
limited number of crop varieties, leading to genetic 
uniformity within the crop population. This lack of 
genetic diversity can have far-reaching consequences, 
making the entire crop more susceptible to new 
diseases or environmental changes. Additionally, it 
reduces the potential for crop improvement and 
adaptation, as there are fewer genetic traits to draw 
upon for resilience. 

 The uniformity of a single species limits the 
availability of diverse nectar sources for 
pollinators, such as bees and butterflies. This 
restriction in forage options can impact 
pollinator populations and reduce their ability to 
support other plant species in the ecosystem. 
Furthermore, it reduces the overall plant 
diversity in the area, affecting the habitats and 
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food sources of various insects and animals that 
depend on diverse flora for sustenance  

 Biodiverse Crop Fields: 

 Increased Biodiversity: Biodiverse crop fields support a 
wider range of species, fostering healthier ecosystems. 
Within these fields, various organisms engage in 
commensal, mutualist, and apparent mutualist 
interactions, where multiple species can support or 
benefit from one another ecologically. For example, 
certain crops may attract beneficial insects that help 
control pests, creating a mutually beneficial 
relationship. Additionally, the presence of diverse plant 
species can provide diverse habitats and resources, 
attracting a variety of wildlife, from pollinators to 
predators. 

 Soil Health: Diverse crops contribute to improved soil 
fertility and structure, reducing erosion. Different plant 
species have varying root structures and nutrient 
requirements, which can enhance soil health through 
complementary interactions. Some crops may fix 
nitrogen in the soil, benefiting neighboring plants. This 
diverse root network also helps bind soil particles 
together, reducing the risk of erosion, particularly in 
vulnerable areas. 

 Pest and Disease Resistance: Biodiversity in crops can 
naturally reduce the risks of pests and diseases. When 
various crops are grown together, they create a less 
hospitable environment for pests that may prefer a 
monoculture. Additionally, diverse crop fields can host 
a broader range of natural predators that keep pest 
populations in check, reducing the need for chemical 
pesticides. 

 Resilience to Environmental Changes: Diverse crops 
can better withstand environmental fluctuations, such 
as changes in climate or water availability. The 
presence of multiple crop varieties with varying climate 
and water requirements ensures that at least some 
crops are likely to thrive even when conditions become 
less favorable. This resilience is particularly crucial in 
the face of climate change, where unpredictability in 
weather patterns becomes more common. 

 Diversity of Products to the Grower: Beyond ecological 
benefits, cultivating a variety of crops provides 
diversity of products to the grower. In a monoculture 
system, reliance on a single crop can be risky. For 
instance, if a grower solely cultivates corn, they may 
find themselves with an abundance of corn but lacking 
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in other essential resources. Having a mix of crops 
allows for a more well-rounded harvest that can meet 
various needs, from food to clothing and shelter 
materials. 

 Highlighting the benefits of biodiversity, such as ecosystem health, 
soil protection, natural pest control, and resilience to changes, is 
crucial in understanding sustainable agricultural practices. 

 Students will create two pieces of artwork; one representing a monoculture 
field and another depicting a biodiverse crop field.  

 Students will research the characteristics and impacts of both 
farming practices.  

 Artwork Guidelines: 

 Monoculture Artwork: Should depict the uniformity 
and potential issues such as soil degradation or 
susceptibility to pests. 

 Biodiverse Crop Field Artwork: Should illustrate variety 
and symbiotic relationships between different plants 
and the environment. 

 Creativity Encouraged: Use of color, symbols, and artistic 
elements to convey the concepts effectively. 

 Clarify the specific aspects of monoculture and biodiverse 
crop fields that students should research.  

 Encourage them to explore the environmental, 
economic, and social impacts of these farming 
practices. 

 Suggest reliable sources for research, such as books, 
articles, documentaries, or websites related to 
agriculture and sustainable farming. 

 Books 

 "Seedfolks" by Paul Fleischman - A 
fictional story about a diverse community 
coming together through a community 
garden, introducing concepts of urban 
agriculture and community building. 

 "Farming While Black: Soul Fire Farm's 
Practical Guide to Liberation on the Land" 
by Leah Penniman - This book, while 
more advanced, includes engaging 
stories and historical context that could 
be suitable for older middle school 
students. 

 Websites 

 Kids Gardening (kidsgardening.org) - 
Offers educational resources on 
gardening and its importance in 
sustainable living. 
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 My American Farm (myamericanfarm.org) 

- An educational game platform by the 
American Farm Bureau Foundation for 
Agriculture, providing interactive learning 
experiences about farming. 

 Documentaries and Videos 

 "The Biggest Little Farm" - A 
documentary suitable for families, 
showcasing the journey of a couple 
building a sustainable farm. 

 YouTube Channels like "Nas Daily" or 
"SciShow Kids" - These channels often 
have short, engaging videos on topics 
related to agriculture and sustainability. 

 Articles and Online Resources 

 National Geographic Kids - Features 
articles and resources on a wide range of 
topics, including agriculture. 

 Science News for Students - Offers 
accessible articles on the latest scientific 
research, including agriculture and 
environmental science. 

 Educational Programs and Initiatives 

 4-H Programs - Nationwide, 4-H offers 
programs that include agricultural 
science, providing hands-on learning 
experiences. 

 Local Agricultural Extension Offices - 
Often have youth programs or resources 
tailored to teaching about local 
agriculture and sustainability. 

 These resources are designed to be engaging and 
educational for middle school students, providing a 
solid foundation in understanding agriculture and 
sustainable practices. 

 Provide a list of key questions that students should address in 
their research, such as: 

 What are the advantages and disadvantages of 
monoculture farming? 

 How does monoculture farming affect soil health and 
biodiversity? 

 What are the benefits of diverse crop fields? 

 How do different plants in biodiverse crop fields 
interact with each other and the environment? 

 Artistic Inspiration: 
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 Encourage students to find artistic inspiration from 
various sources, including photographs, paintings, or 
illustrations related to agriculture, farms, and 
landscapes. 

 Share examples of artwork that effectively convey 
concepts related to monoculture and biodiversity in 
agriculture. 

 Art Materials: 
 Provide a list of art materials that students can use for 

their artwork, such as pencils, colored pencils, markers, 
watercolors, or digital tools if applicable. 

 Consider offering guidance on how to create different 
textures or visual effects that can enhance the 
representation of monoculture and biodiversity. 

 Rubric or Grading Criteria: 
 If applicable, share a rubric or grading criteria that 

outline the expectations for the artwork. This can 
include criteria for creativity, accuracy in representing 
the concepts, use of symbols and color, and overall 
quality. 

 Timeline: 
 Set clear deadlines for different stages of the 

assignment, including research, initial sketches, and 
final artwork completion. Ensure that students have 
sufficient time to complete their research and create 
their artwork. 

 Peer Review and Feedback: 
 Consider incorporating a peer review process where 

students can provide feedback to their peers on their 
artwork and research. This can help students refine 
their work and learn from each other. 

 Student-Created Gallery Walk: 

 Prior to the Gallery Walk, ensure that all student artworks are 
arranged strategically around the classroom. Use tables, easels, or wall 
space to display the artwork prominently. 

 Place artworks representing monoculture fields on one side of 
the classroom and artworks depicting biodiverse crop fields 
on the other side to create a clear visual contrast. 

 Gallery Walk Procedure: 

 Divide the students into small groups, each consisting of 3-4 
participants. 

 Instruct each group to start at one end of the classroom and 
conduct a walk-through, moving systematically from one 
artwork to another. 

 Encourage students to spend sufficient time observing and 
reflecting on each artwork. They should consider the details, 
colors, symbols, and overall composition. 
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 Observation Prompts for Science Notebooks: 

 Provide students with notebooks or worksheets to record 
their observations and reflections.  

 Include the following prompts:  

 "How does each artwork represent the concept 
of monoculture or biodiversity?"  

 Identify elements in the biodiverse crop field 
artwork that show ecological balance."  

 "What are the visual contrasts between the two 
types of farming practices?" 

 Instruct students to jot down their thoughts, insights, and 
questions as they move through the Gallery Walk. 

 Group Discussions: 

 After completing the Gallery Walk, gather students back as a 
whole class or in their small groups. 

 Facilitate group discussions where students share their 
observations and reflections. 

 Encourage students to compare and contrast the artworks, 
discussing the differences they noticed between monoculture 
and biodiverse crop field representations. 

 Guide discussions by asking open-ended questions, such as: 

 "What visual elements stood out to you the most in the 
artwork representing monoculture?" 

 "How did the artwork depicting a biodiverse crop field 
convey the idea of ecological balance?" 

 "Did any artwork surprise you or challenge your 
previous understanding of farming practices?" 

 Teacher-Led Discussion: 

 Conclude the Gallery Walk with a teacher-led 
discussion to synthesize key takeaways and reinforce 
learning. 

 Discuss how each artwork represented the 
environmental impacts of monoculture and 
biodiversity. 

 Highlight the importance of biodiversity in sustainable 
agriculture and how it can mitigate the negative effects 
seen in monoculture. 

 Encourage students to share their personal insights and 
interpretations of the artworks. 

 "After participating in the Gallery Walk and discussions, 
please take some time to reflect on what you've learned and 
how your understanding of farming practices has evolved. 
Additionally, consider the importance of biodiversity in 
agriculture and its real-world applications." 
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 Science notebook reflection: 

 Begin your reflection by summarizing what you learned 
during the Gallery Walk.  

 Include key observations and insights gained from the 
artworks and discussions. 

 Reflect on how your understanding of farming 
practices, particularly monoculture and 
biodiversity, has evolved as a result of this 
activity.  

 Consider the following questions: 
 How has your perception of monoculture 

changed after seeing visual representations and 
discussing its environmental impacts? 

 What new insights have you gained about the 
benefits of biodiversity in agriculture? 

 Did any artwork or discussion point challenge 
your preconceptions about farming practices? If 
so, explain. 

 Extension Activity:  Research and provide real-world examples of farms and 
agricultural practices that embrace biodiversity and sustainable agriculture. 
This could include: 

 Organic Farming Practices - Polyface Farm, Virginia, USA: 
 Approach: Polyface Farm, led by farmer Joel Salatin, practices 

regenerative and organic farming methods. They prioritize 
crop diversity, minimal chemical inputs, and rotational grazing 
for livestock. 

 Alignment with Sustainable Agriculture: Polyface Farm's 
practices align with sustainable agriculture principles by 
improving soil health through organic matter additions, 
reducing synthetic chemical use, and promoting biodiversity. 
Crop rotation and holistic management of livestock enhance 
the overall ecosystem. 

 Permaculture Systems - Zaytuna Farm, New South Wales, Australia: 
 Approach: Zaytuna Farm employs permaculture principles to 

mimic natural ecosystems. They design their farming systems 
to be self-sustaining and diverse, with a focus on 
regenerating landscapes. 

 Alignment with Sustainable Agriculture: Permaculture systems 
like Zaytuna Farm promote biodiversity by creating self-
sustaining ecosystems where various plants, animals, and 
microorganisms work in harmony. This approach enhances 
soil fertility, reduces the need for external inputs, and 
conserves water resources. 

 Agroforestry Methods - Taungya System, Southeast Asia: 
 Approach: The Taungya system is an agroforestry practice 

that combines trees, crops, and often livestock in the same 
land area. Farmers cultivate crops alongside young forest 
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trees, providing both food and timber resources. 

 Alignment with Sustainable Agriculture: Agroforestry 
enhances sustainability by preserving tree cover, improving 
soil health, and diversifying agricultural output. It mitigates 
deforestation and benefits local communities by offering 
multiple sources of income. 

 Community-Supported Agriculture (CSA) - Farm Fresh Rhode Island, 
USA: 

 Approach: Farm Fresh Rhode Island connects consumers with 
local farmers through CSA programs, encouraging diverse 
and sustainable food production. Consumers subscribe to 
receive a weekly share of seasonal produce. 

 Alignment with Sustainable Agriculture: CSA programs 
support sustainable agriculture by promoting local and 
seasonal food production, reducing food miles, and fostering 
direct connections between farmers and consumers. This 
approach strengthens local food systems and enhances food 
security. 

 Guild Plantings and Companion Planting - Various Farms Worldwide: 
 Approach: Guild plantings and companion planting involve 

strategically planting different crops together based on their 
complementary characteristics. Each plant has a role and 
provides benefits, such as pest control or improved nutrient 
uptake. 

 Alignment with Sustainable Agriculture: These practices align 
with sustainable agriculture principles by reducing the need 
for chemical pest control, improving soil health through 
diverse root structures, and promoting biodiversity within the 
farming system. They create resilient and self-sustaining 
ecosystems. 
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The Displacement of Traditional Crops—(explore) 

 Begin by briefly reviewing what students learned about monocultures and 

biodiversity in the previous lesson. Ask them to share any key insights or 

observations from that lesson.  

 Divide the class into small groups, making sure that each group has access 

to a different case study handout (Case Study 1, 2, or 3)  

  Each case study should describe a specific traditional crop and its historical 

or cultural significance. 

 These case studies provide students with real-world examples of 

how monoculture farming practices can impact traditional crops, the 

environment, and cultural heritage. Students can choose one of 

these case studies to analyze in small groups, considering the 

questions provided in the lesson plan. 

 Case Study 1: The Displacement of Traditional Rice Cultivation 

 Traditional Crop: Rice Background: In a rural community in 

Southeast Asia, rice has been a staple crop for centuries. The 

traditional rice varieties are diverse, resilient, and culturally 

significant. Impact of Monoculture: Over the past few 

decades, the introduction of high-yield monoculture rice 

varieties has led to the displacement of traditional rice 

cultivation. Local farmers have been encouraged to switch to 

monoculture rice farming, leading to a loss of traditional 

varieties. Environmental Impact: The use of monoculture rice 

has resulted in increased vulnerability to pests and diseases, 

leading to higher pesticide use. The loss of traditional 

varieties has reduced biodiversity in the region's rice fields. 

Cultural Significance: Traditional rice varieties held cultural 

significance, often being used in local ceremonies and rituals. 

The shift to monoculture has disrupted these cultural 

practices. 

 Case Study 2: The Impact of Monoculture on Coffee Farming 

 Traditional Crop: Coffee Background: In a region of Central 

America, coffee has been a traditional crop for generations. 

Local varieties of coffee have unique flavors and are cherished 

by the community. Impact of Monoculture: The expansion of 

monoculture coffee farms, particularly focusing on a single 

high-yield variety, has led to the displacement of traditional 

coffee varieties. Traditional coffee farmers have been 

pressured to switch to monoculture practices. Environmental 

Impact: Monoculture coffee farming has resulted in soil 
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degradation, increased pesticide use, and the loss of shade 

trees. Local biodiversity has been negatively affected. Cultural 

Significance: Traditional coffee varieties are deeply embedded 

in the cultural identity of the community, with unique brewing 

methods and rituals associated with them. The shift to 

monoculture has led to a loss of cultural practices. 

 Case Study 3: The Decline of Heirloom Tomato Varieties 

 Traditional Crop: Tomatoes Background: In a rural region of 

Europe, heirloom tomato varieties have been grown for 

generations. These tomatoes are known for their diverse 

colors, shapes, and flavors. Impact of Monoculture: The 

adoption of monoculture practices, particularly focusing on a 

single high-yield tomato variety, has led to the decline of 

heirloom tomato cultivation. Local farmers have been 

encouraged to switch to monoculture tomato farming. 

Environmental Impact: Monoculture tomato farming has 

resulted in soil depletion, increased susceptibility to tomato 

diseases, and reduced pollinator diversity in the region. 

Cultural Significance: Heirloom tomatoes have played a 

significant role in local cuisine and cultural traditions. The shift 

to monoculture has affected traditional recipes and culinary 

practices. 

 

 Instruct each group to read and analyze their assigned case study. 

Encourage them to answer the research questions provided for their 

specific case study. Emphasize the importance of gathering reliable 

information from credible sources. 

 Research questions tailored to each of the three case studies: 

 Case Study 1: The Displacement of Traditional Rice Cultivation 

 How have monoculture rice farming practices 

contributed to the displacement of traditional rice 

varieties in the Southeast Asian community? 

 What environmental changes or challenges have arisen 

as a result of the shift from traditional to monoculture 

rice farming in this region? 

 In what ways has the introduction of monoculture rice 

affected the local biodiversity, including both flora and 

fauna? 

 How has the cultural significance of traditional rice 

varieties been impacted by the adoption of 
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monoculture practices in the community? 

 Are there any sustainable agricultural practices or 

initiatives that could help mitigate the negative effects 

of monoculture rice farming in this context? 

 Case Study 2: The Impact of Monoculture on Coffee Farming 

 How has the expansion of monoculture coffee farms 

led to the displacement of traditional coffee varieties in 

Central America? 

 What environmental consequences, such as soil 

degradation and pesticide use, have been observed 

due to monoculture coffee farming in the region? 

 In what ways has the local biodiversity been affected 

by the shift from traditional to monoculture coffee 

farming? 

 How has the cultural significance of traditional coffee 

varieties evolved as a result of the dominance of 

monoculture coffee farming? 

 Can sustainable practices, such as shade-grown coffee 

or crop diversification, be implemented to address the 

challenges posed by monoculture coffee farming in 

Central America? 

 Case Study 3: The Decline of Heirloom Tomato Varieties 

 How has the adoption of monoculture tomato farming 

contributed to the decline of heirloom tomato varieties 

in the European region? 

 What environmental impacts, such as soil depletion 

and changes in pollinator diversity, have occurred due 

to monoculture tomato farming? 

 In what ways has the local biodiversity been affected 

by the transition from heirloom tomatoes to 

monoculture varieties? 

 How has the cultural significance of heirloom tomatoes 

been influenced by the prevalence of monoculture 

farming practices? 

 Are there strategies or policies that can be 

implemented to protect and preserve heirloom tomato 

varieties while maintaining agricultural productivity in 

the European context? 

 These research questions are designed to guide 

students as they investigate and analyze the specific 
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issues presented in each case study, ensuring a 

focused and comprehensive examination of the 

impacts of monoculture on traditional crops, the 

environment, biodiversity, and culture in various 

regions. 

 Encourage them to take notes on the following aspects: 

 How monoculture practices have contributed to the 

displacement of the chosen traditional crop. 

 The environmental changes or challenges that have arisen 

due to monoculture farming. 

 The impact on biodiversity in the local ecosystem. 

 How the cultural significance of the traditional crop has been 

affected by monoculture. 

 Have each group present their case study analysis to the class. Encourage 

them to use visuals, such as poster boards or digital slides, to enhance their 

presentations.  

 After each presentation, facilitate a class discussion where students can ask 

questions and provide feedback on the case studies presented.  

 Facilitation Questions for Class Discussion: 

 Understanding the Case Study: 

 What key points did you take away from the 

presentation of [Case Study Name]? 

 Were there any surprising findings or insights 

presented in this case study? 

 Can you summarize the main issues faced by the 

traditional crop discussed in this case study due to 

monoculture farming? 

 Environmental Impact: 

 How did monoculture farming practices affect the 

environment in this case study? 

 Were there specific environmental challenges 

mentioned, such as soil degradation, pesticide use, or 

biodiversity loss? 

 What long-term environmental consequences were 

highlighted? 

 Biodiversity and Ecosystems: 

 What changes in biodiversity and local ecosystems 

were observed due to monoculture farming in this case 

study? 

 Did the presentation mention any specific species or 
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factors affected by monoculture practices? 

 How might a reduction in biodiversity impact the 

broader ecosystem? 

 Cultural Significance: 

 How has the cultural significance of the traditional crop 

evolved or been affected by the introduction of 

monoculture farming? 

 Were any cultural practices, traditions, or rituals 

mentioned that were connected to the traditional 

crop? 

 What are the cultural implications of losing traditional 

crop varieties? 

 Potential Solutions: 

 Based on the case study, what solutions or alternatives 

could be considered to address the challenges posed 

by monoculture farming? 

 Are there sustainable agricultural practices mentioned 

in the case study that could mitigate the negative 

impacts? 

 How can policymakers, farmers, and communities work 

together to find solutions? 

 Comparative Analysis: 

 Are there similarities or differences between this case 

study and the others presented? 

 What common challenges seem to arise across 

different regions and crops affected by monoculture? 

 What unique aspects of each case study stand out? 

 Critical Thinking: 

 How can critical thinking be applied to the issues 

discussed in this case study? 

 What additional questions or areas of research might 

be important to explore? 

 What ethical considerations should be taken into 

account when addressing the challenges of 

monoculture farming? 

 Real-World Implications: 

 How do the findings from this case study relate to real-

world decisions and practices in agriculture? 

 What implications might this case study have for 

sustainable farming and food security? 
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 Encourage students to engage in thoughtful discussions, share their 

perspectives, and consider the complexity of the issues surrounding 

monoculture farming and its impact on traditional crops. This 

discussion will promote critical thinking and encourage students to 

explore potential solutions and alternatives. 

 

The Displacement of Traditional Crops—(explain) 

 Begin the lesson with a brief discussion on agriculture and farming practices. 

 Ask students if they know what crops are grown in their region and what 

they think about when they hear the word "farming."  

 The top three crops grown in Missouri were: 

 Soybeans: Soybeans are one of the most significant crops in 

Missouri. They are grown for various purposes, including 

livestock feed, cooking oil, and industrial uses. 

 Corn (Maize): Corn is another major crop in Missouri. It is 

utilized for livestock feed, ethanol production, and a variety of 

food products. 

 Wheat: Wheat is the third most commonly grown crop in 

Missouri. It is mainly used for flour production and is an 

important component of the state's agricultural industry. 

 Share images or diagrams of traditional and monoculture farms.  

 Discuss the differences between the two, focusing on the variety of 

crops in traditional farms and the single crop in monoculture farms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Here is an image depicting the contrast between traditional and 

monoculture farms. The left side shows a traditional farm with 
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diverse crops and animals, small fields, a barn, and a farmhouse. The 

right side illustrates a monoculture farm with large, uniform fields of 

a single crop, minimal structures, and large machinery. This image 

emphasizes the differences in farming techniques between the two 

types.  

 Ask students to brainstorm reasons why farmers might switch from 

traditional farming to monoculture.  

 Write their ideas on the board. 

 Increased Efficiency: Monoculture allows farmers to 

specialize in a single crop, leading to more efficient 

farming practices. This can mean better use of 

machinery, optimized planting and harvesting 

techniques, and streamlined management practices. 

 Perishability and Freshness: 

 Increased Shelf Life: One of the factors that 

drive farmers towards monoculture is the longer 

shelf life of certain crops. Dry seeds, like corn or 

soybeans, can withstand extended periods 

without spoiling, making them suitable for long-

distance shipping and storage. This means that 

monoculture crops are less susceptible to 

spoilage during transportation, allowing farmers 

to reach broader markets, both locally and 

globally. 

 Year-round Availability: Monocultures can 

provide a year-round supply of specific crops, 

even when they are out of season locally. In 

regions with diverse climates, farmers may 

choose monoculture crops because they can be 

harvested at various times, ensuring a consistent 

income throughout the year. This extends the 

availability of certain products, like fresh 

produce, beyond their natural growing seasons. 

 Harvest Timing: In the case of out-of-season 

produce, monoculture crops are often harvested 

underripe to withstand the extended 

transportation and storage times. This can affect 

the taste and nutritional quality of the produce 

but allows for a more extended marketing 

period and access to off-season markets. 
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 Economic Factors: The global market often favors 

monoculture due to the high demand for certain crops 

like corn, soy, or wheat. Growing a single crop that has 

a strong market can be more profitable than 

cultivating a variety of crops with lower demand. 

 Government Policies and Subsidies: In many countries, 

government policies and subsidies may favor 

monoculture. For instance, subsidies for certain cash 

crops make them more financially attractive to grow in 

large quantities. 

 Simplified Management: Managing a single crop is 

simpler than managing multiple crops, as it requires 

less diverse knowledge and skills. This can be 

particularly appealing for larger-scale operations or for 

farmers with limited resources. 

 Technological Advances: Advances in agricultural 

technology, such as genetically modified crops, have 

made it more feasible and profitable to grow certain 

crops in large quantities. These technologies can 

increase yields and reduce losses due to pests or 

diseases, making monoculture more attractive. 

 Market Stability: Some farmers may view monoculture 

as a way to ensure a more stable income, as they can 

focus on a crop that has a consistent market demand 

and price. 

 Risk Management: While it seems counterintuitive, 

some farmers might view monoculture as a way to 

manage risk, focusing on a crop that they are most 

familiar with and for which they have established 

markets and techniques. 

 Adaptation to Climate and Soil Conditions: In some 

cases, the local climate and soil conditions may be 

particularly well-suited to a specific crop, making 

monoculture a practical choice. 

 Global Supply Chains: Integration into global supply 

chains can encourage monoculture, as these chains 

often demand large volumes of a single type of 

product, which is easier to achieve with monoculture. 

 Peer Influence and Cultural Factors: Sometimes, the 
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shift to monoculture is influenced by peer practices 

and cultural trends within the farming community, 

where farmers might follow the lead of successful 

neighbors or industry leaders. 

 While these reasons can make monoculture 

appealing, it's important to also consider the 

potential downsides, such as reduced 

biodiversity, increased vulnerability to pests and 

diseases, soil degradation, and the impact on 

local ecosystems and water resources. 

 Engage students in a guided discussion about some potential 

reasons for the shift to monoculture, such as increased yield, 

market demand, and simplified farming practices. Discuss the 

advantages and disadvantages of monoculture farming. 

 Increased Yield 

 How does monoculture farming contribute to 

increased yields compared to traditional farming 

methods? 

 What are the technological and scientific 

advancements that have made high yields 

possible in monoculture? 

 Can the increased yields from monoculture 

sustainably meet global food demands? 

 Market Demand 

 How do consumer preferences and global 

market trends influence the shift towards 

monoculture farming? 

 What role do large food corporations and 

international trade agreements play in this shift? 

 How does monoculture farming respond to the 

fluctuating demands of the global market? 

 Simplified Farming Practices 

 How do simplified farming practices in 

monoculture benefit farmers in terms of labor 

and cost? 

 What are the implications of these simplified 

practices on the skill sets and knowledge 

required for farming? 

 How does the simplification of farming practices 

impact the diversity of skills and knowledge in 

 
The Shift from Crop Diversity to Lawn Uniformity  

 
T
h

e
 D

is
p

la
ce

m
e
n

t 
o

f 

T
ra

d
it

io
n

a
l 
C

ro
p

s 
 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



175 

 
the agricultural sector? 

 Advantages of Monoculture Farming 

 What are the economic benefits of 

monoculture for farmers and 

agribusinesses? 

 How does monoculture farming 

contribute to the efficiency of food 

production and distribution? 

 In what ways can monoculture be seen as 

a response to the challenges of modern 

agriculture? 

 Disadvantages of Monoculture Farming 

 How does monoculture farming impact 

soil health and biodiversity? 

 What are the risks associated with 

dependency on a single crop in terms of 

disease and pest outbreaks? 

 How does monoculture contribute to 

environmental issues such as 

deforestation and water usage? 

 Sustainability and Environmental Impact 

 Can monoculture farming be sustainable 

in the long term, considering its 

environmental impacts? 

 How do monoculture practices align with 

the goals of sustainable agriculture and 

environmental conservation? 

 What are the potential solutions or 

alternatives to mitigate the negative 

impacts of monoculture farming? 

 Divide the class into small groups and provide each group with a case study 

or story of a traditional crop that has been displaced by monoculture 

farming. 

  Case Study 1: The Decline of Heirloom Tomato Varieties 

 Background: In a European region known for its diverse 

heirloom tomato varieties, traditional farming practices have 

long celebrated the rich culinary heritage of these unique 

tomatoes. However, in recent years, the introduction of 

monoculture farming, focused on high-yield tomato varieties 

for mass production, has threatened the existence of many 
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heirloom tomato varieties. 

 Shift to Monoculture: Large commercial tomato farms have 

shifted to monoculture practices, favoring hybrid tomato 

varieties that offer greater uniformity and longer shelf life. 

This shift has led to the displacement of heirloom tomatoes, 

which are cherished for their diverse flavors and cultural 

significance. 

 Consequences: 

 Decline in biodiversity of tomato varieties 

 Reduced culinary diversity and cultural significance 

 Soil degradation due to continuous monoculture 

farming 

 Case Study 2: The Vanishing Apple Orchard Heritage 

 Background: In a rural American community, apple orchards 

have been a source of local pride and heritage. Families have 

been cultivating a wide range of apple varieties for 

generations, with each orchard boasting unique flavors and 

traditions. However, the advent of large-scale monoculture 

apple farming has put these orchards at risk. 

 Shift to Monoculture: Corporate apple farms have replaced 

diverse, traditional orchards with rows of a single apple 

variety optimized for mass production and long-distance 

shipping. This transition has led to a decline in the cultivation 

of heirloom apple varieties and their cultural significance. 

 Consequences: 

 Loss of heirloom apple varieties 

 Impact on local apple festivals and traditions 

 Soil depletion and increased pesticide use 

 Case Study 3: The Impact on Indigenous Maize Farming 

 Background: In a rural community of indigenous people in 

North America, maize (corn) has been a sacred crop with 

deep cultural and spiritual significance. The community has 

cultivated various heirloom maize varieties for centuries, each 

with a unique role in their culture. However, the introduction 

of modern monoculture practices has disrupted their 

traditional farming methods. 

 Shift to Monoculture: Large agricultural corporations have 

promoted the cultivation of genetically modified (GM) maize 

varieties designed for high yield and resistance to pests. This 

shift has led to the displacement of heirloom maize varieties 
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and traditional farming practices. 

 Consequences: 

 Erosion of cultural traditions tied to maize cultivation 

 Loss of biodiversity in maize varieties 

 Environmental concerns related to GM maize 

 Customized Corn: Heirloom Native Varieties and Local 

Adaptation: In the indigenous community, the heirloom maize 

varieties cultivated for centuries are not just any corn; they are 

customized corn with deep ties to the local environment and 

cultural practices. These maize varieties have evolved over 

generations to thrive in the specific ecological conditions of 

the region. 

 Hopui Blue Bordo Corn, for example, is known for its 

adaptability to the local climate, soil type, and 

precipitation patterns. It has been carefully selected 

and preserved by the community due to its ability to 

withstand the challenges posed by the region's unique 

environmental conditions. 

 Cherokee Glass Gem Corn holds cultural significance 

beyond its use as a food source. Its brilliantly colored 

kernels are not only visually striking but also symbolize 

the diversity of the community and the importance of 

preserving their heritage. This variety of corn has been 

integral in cultural ceremonies and rituals, reflecting 

the deep connection between maize cultivation and 

spiritual practices. 

 The local adaptation of these heirloom varieties 

extends to their cultivation methods as well. The 

community has developed sustainable farming 

techniques that align with the growth patterns 

and specific needs of these native maize 

varieties. Traditional planting, harvesting, and 

seed-saving rituals have been passed down 

through generations, creating a harmonious 

relationship between the people and their corn. 

 Case Study 4: The Changing Landscape of Rice Farming in Southeast 

Asia 

 Background: Southeast Asia has a rich tradition of rice 

cultivation, with various heirloom rice varieties grown by local 

farmers. However, the expansion of large-scale rice farming 
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corporations has altered the landscape, leading to concerns 

about traditional rice varieties. 

 Shift to Monoculture: Large agribusinesses have encouraged 

the cultivation of high-yield rice varieties suited for mass 

production. This shift has led to the displacement of 

traditional rice varieties, which are culturally significant and 

often adapted to local conditions. 

 Consequences: 

 Loss of heirloom rice varieties and cultural heritage 

 Impact on local ecosystems and biodiversity 

 Concerns about pesticide use and soil health 

 Case Study 5: The Transformation of Coffee Farming in Central 

America 

 Background: Central America has a rich history of coffee 

cultivation, with diverse coffee varieties cherished for their 

unique flavors. However, the emergence of large monoculture 

coffee plantations has brought significant changes to the 

region's coffee industry. 

 Shift to Monoculture: Large coffee corporations have 

transitioned from diverse, small-scale coffee farms to 

monoculture plantations of high-yield coffee varieties. This 

shift has displaced many traditional coffee varieties and 

affected the region's coffee culture. 

 Consequences: 

 Decline in coffee flavor diversity 

 Impact on local coffee traditions and small-scale 

farmers 

 Soil degradation and environmental concerns 

 Each group should read and discuss their case study, considering why the 

shift occurred and the consequences for the traditional crop. 

 Discussion prompts that students can log into their science 

notebooks after reading and discussing their assigned case study on 

the displacement of traditional crops by monoculture farming: 

 Shift to Monoculture (Why): 

 What were the primary reasons for the shift from 

traditional farming to monoculture farming in your 

assigned case study? 

 Can you identify any economic, market, or 

technological factors that influenced this shift? 

 Traditional Crop (Consequences): 
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 Discuss the consequences of monoculture farming on 

the traditional crop highlighted in your case study. 

 How has the traditional crop been impacted in terms 

of its cultivation, diversity, and cultural significance? 

 Biodiversity (Consequences): 

 Describe the changes in biodiversity mentioned in your 

case study. How did monoculture farming affect the 

variety of crops or species in the region? 

 Can you identify any specific plants or animals that 

were impacted by the shift? 

 Cultural Significance (Consequences): 

 Explore the cultural significance of the traditional crop 

in your case study's community or region. How has the 

cultural connection to this crop changed due to 

monoculture farming? 

 Were there any cultural practices or traditions related 

to the crop that were affected? 

 Environmental Impact (Consequences): 

 Discuss the environmental consequences of 

monoculture farming mentioned in your case study. What 

challenges or issues arose, such as soil degradation, 

pesticide use, or ecosystem disruption? 

 Were there any long-term environmental effects 

mentioned? 

 Alternative Solutions (If Mentioned): 

 If your case study mentioned any alternatives or 

solutions to mitigate the negative impacts of 

monoculture farming, describe them. 

 What were the potential benefits of these alternatives, 

and were they implemented successfully? 

 Personal Reflection: 

 Reflect on your own perspective. How do you feel 

about the issues raised in your case study? Were you 

surprised by any of the findings or consequences? 

 How might the lessons from your case study be 

applied to current agricultural practices and 

sustainability efforts? 

 Critical Thinking: 

 What critical questions or areas of research arise from 

your case study's findings? What additional 
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information or data might be valuable to fully 

understand the situation? 

 How can we balance the need for increased 

agricultural production with the preservation of 

traditional crops and practices? 

 Encourage students to record their thoughts 

and insights in their science notebooks, 

fostering critical thinking and deepening their 

understanding of the complex issues 

surrounding monoculture farming and 

traditional crop displacement. 

 Have each group present a summary of their case study to the class, 

emphasizing the reasons for displacement and its impact. 

The Displacement of Traditional Crops—(elaborate) 

 Begin the lesson by discussing the concept of monoculture briefly.  

 Ask students if they recall what monoculture farming is and why it might be 

different from traditional farming practices. 

  Divide the class into small groups, ensuring that each group has access to 

an empty plot or container. 

 The empty plot or container represents a piece of farmland or 

agricultural field. This plot or container is used as a visual and 

tangible representation of the area where crops are grown. It serves 

as a simulated farming environment where students can plant seeds 

and observe the effects of different farming practices, specifically 

traditional farming and monoculture. The empty plot or container 

provides a practical and interactive way for students to understand 

the concept and consequences of monoculture farming in 

comparison to traditional farming methods.  

 This could be a large shallow container (e.g., a plastic tray, a 

cardboard box with low sides, or a section of a raised garden 

bed)  

 Explain to students that they will engage in a hands-on simulation to 

understand the impact of monoculture on traditional farming.  

 Provide each group with the following: 

 Large shallow container (e.g., a plastic tray, a cardboard box 

with low sides, or a section of a raised garden bed) 

 Potting soil or garden soil 

 Assorted seeds (representing traditional crops) 

 Labels and marker pens 

 Watering can or spray bottle 

 
The Shift from Crop Diversity to Lawn Uniformity  

 
T
h

e
 D

is
p

la
ce

m
e
n

t 
o

f 

T
ra

d
it

io
n

a
l 
C

ro
p

s 
 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



181 

 
 Ruler or measuring tape (optional) 

 Traditional Farming Simulation: 

 Provide each group with a bag of mixed seeds (representing traditional 

crops) and instruct them to plant a diverse mix of seeds in their plot. 

 Discuss the importance of diversity in traditional farming and its benefits. 

 Discussing the importance of diversity in traditional farming and its 

benefits is a crucial part of understanding the broader agricultural 

context and the impact of monoculture farming practices. Here are 

some key points to emphasize when discussing this topic: 

 Biodiversity Preservation: 

 Traditional farming often involves the cultivation of a 

wide variety of crops and plant species. This diversity 

helps preserve different types of plants, including 

heirloom and indigenous varieties, that may have 

unique traits, flavors, and cultural significance. 

 Resilience to Pests and Diseases: 

 A diverse farm ecosystem is less susceptible to 

widespread infestations of pests and diseases. When 

multiple crops are grown together, pests that target 

one crop may not have a population large enough to 

cause significant damage to the entire farm. 

 Enhanced Soil Health: 

 Different crops have varying nutrient requirements and 

root structures. Planting a variety of crops helps 

improve soil health and fertility as it reduces the risk of 

nutrient depletion and erosion. 

 Ecosystem Services: 

 Traditional farming practices that support biodiversity 

can provide ecosystem services such as natural pest 

control and pollination. Beneficial insects and 

pollinators are more likely to thrive in diversified 

environments. 

 Cultural Heritage and Food Security: 

 Traditional crops often have cultural and historical 

significance within communities. Maintaining diversity 

in farming practices helps preserve cultural traditions 

and ensures that a wide range of foods is available, 

contributing to food security. 

 Crop Rotation and Soil Management: 

 Crop rotation, a common practice in traditional 

 
The Shift from Crop Diversity to Lawn Uniformity  

 
T
h

e
 D

is
p

la
ce

m
e
n

t 
o

f 

T
ra

d
it

io
n

a
l 
C

ro
p

s 
 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



182 

 
farming, helps break pest and disease cycles and 

improves soil structure. Different crops can be rotated 

to maximize the use of available nutrients and 

minimize soil degradation. 

 Nutritional Variety: 

 A diverse range of crops in traditional farming provides 

a variety of nutrients and flavors in people's diets. 

Consuming a wide selection of foods can contribute to 

a more balanced and nutritious diet. 

 Adaptation to Environmental Changes: 

 Diverse farming practices allow for adaptation to 

changing environmental conditions, such as climate 

variability or shifts in rainfall patterns. Some crops may 

be more resilient to specific environmental challenges. 

 Cultural and Culinary Diversity: 

 Traditional farming practices support cultural diversity 

by preserving unique regional foods and culinary 

traditions. These diverse food offerings enrich global 

cuisine and promote cultural exchange. 

 Diversity in traditional farming practices offers numerous benefits, 

ranging from preserving biodiversity and enhancing ecosystem 

services to supporting cultural heritage and food security. 

 Understanding these advantages can help students appreciate the 

importance of maintaining diversity in agriculture and the potential 

consequences of shifting to monoculture farming.  

 Steps to Create the Plot: 

 Choose a Container: Select a suitable container that can represent a 

small farming plot. The container should have low sides and be large 

enough to accommodate the planting of seeds. Ensure that the 

container is clean and free from any debris. 

 Fill with Soil: Fill the container with potting soil or garden soil. The 

depth of the soil should be sufficient for planting the seeds and 

allowing them to grow. Aim for at least 2-3 inches of soil depth, but 

it can be deeper if you prefer. 

 Mark Rows or Sections:  

 Using the ruler or measuring tape (optional), you can mark rows or 

sections within the container.  

 These rows will represent different planting areas within the plot.  

 Leave enough space between rows for students to plant seeds and 

observe growth. 
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 Plant Assorted Seeds:  

 Provide students with assorted seeds representing traditional crops.  

 Instruct them to plant a mix of these seeds in the designated rows or 

sections.  

 Ensure that they label each row or section with the type of 

seed they are planting. 

 Water Seeds:  

 After planting the seeds, water them gently using a 

watering can or spray bottle. Ensure that the soil is 

adequately moist but not waterlogged. 

 Label Rows:  

 Use labels and marker pens to clearly mark each row or 

section with the names of the seeds planted. This 

labeling will help students keep track of the different 

crops they've sown. 

 Place in Adequate Lighting:  

 Depending on the availability of natural light, you may 

need to place the container in a location with adequate 

lighting. Ensure that it receives appropriate sunlight or 

consider using grow lights if necessary. 

 Observe and Discuss: Over the course of the hands-on 

activity, students can observe the growth and development of 

the planted seeds in the container. Encourage them to note 

any differences in plant diversity and growth patterns 

between rows or sections. 

 After completing the traditional farming seeds plot have the groups repeat 

the steps for creating a monoculture 

 Instruct them this time to plant only one type of seed (representing 

monoculture farming) in their plots. 

 Repeat all other steps as listed in the traditional farming plot 

 Discussion questions and observation measurements that students can take 

while the monoculture plot and traditional plot are growing.  

 These observations and discussions should be recorded in their science 

notebooks for later comparison: 

 During Growth Observation (Traditional Farming Plot): 

 Plant Diversity: 

 How many different types of plants do you observe 

growing in the traditional farming plot? 

 Can you identify the various crops or plant species in 

the plot? 
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 Record the names of the different plants and their 

growth stages. 

 Growth Patterns: 

 Measure and record the height of each plant in the 

traditional farming plot. 

 Observe and describe the overall appearance of the 

plot. Are there variations in plant height, color, or leaf 

shape? 

 Interactions: 

 Do you notice any interactions between different plant 

species in the traditional plot, such as shading, support, or 

competition for resources? 

 Are there any signs of pests or diseases affecting the 

plants? 

 Soil Health: 

 Examine the soil in the traditional plot. Is it loose and 

well-structured? Are there earthworms or other indicators 

of healthy soil? 

 Take note of any organic matter or mulch present in 

the plot. 

 During Growth Observation (Monoculture Farming Plot): 

 Plant Uniformity: 

 How uniform are the plants in the monoculture 

farming plot? Do they all belong to the same crop 

species? 

 Measure and record the height of several plants in the 

monoculture plot. 

 Growth Patterns: 

 Describe the overall appearance of the monoculture plot. Do 

the plants look similar in terms of height, color, and leaf 

shape? 

 Compare the growth patterns of the monoculture plants with 

those in the traditional plot. 

 Pest and Disease Susceptibility: 

 Do you notice any signs of pests or diseases that may affect 

the monoculture crop? 

 Are there any visible differences in plant health between the 

monoculture and traditional plots? 

 Discussion Questions (Comparing Traditional and Monoculture Plots): 

 Plant Diversity: 
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 Compare the number of different plant species in the 

traditional plot to the monoculture plot. What differences do 

you observe? 

 How might the presence of multiple plant species in the 

traditional plot benefit or challenge the ecosystem? 

 Growth Patterns: 

 Analyze the differences in plant growth patterns between the 

traditional and monoculture plots. Are there noticeable 

variations in height, color, or overall appearance? 

 How might the growth patterns in each plot relate to the 

concept of biodiversity and soil health? 

 Interactions and Competition: 

 Discuss any observed interactions between plants in the 

traditional plot (e.g., shading, support). How do these 

interactions contribute to biodiversity? 

 In the monoculture plot, do you notice signs of competition 

among the same crop species? How might this affect overall 

yield and plant health? 

 Soil Health: 

 Consider the soil conditions in both plots. What differences 

can you identify in terms of soil structure and health? 

 How might the presence of diverse crops in the traditional 

plot contribute to soil health compared to the monoculture 

plot? 

 Pest and Disease Resilience: 

 Explore the presence of pests or diseases in the two plots. Do 

you notice any variations in susceptibility? 

 How might the diverse plant species in the traditional plot 

provide natural pest control compared to the monoculture 

plot? 

 Encourage students to record their observations and responses to these 

questions in their science notebooks, highlighting the differences they 

observe between the traditional and monoculture plots. This exercise will 

help them analyze the real-world consequences of traditional farming 

practices and monoculture farming. 
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Sustainability and Services 
The Shift from Crop Diversity to Lawn Uniformity—Lawn Uniformity  
 
Lawn Uniformity: Educator Background Information 
 
The rise of a lawn culture in the United States and the emphasis on lawn uniformity 
can be traced back to its historical evolution. Initially, lawns were introduced in Europe 
during the 16th century as a status symbol, reserved for the aristocracy. However, 
when it comes to the American colonies, where early settlers primarily focused on 
basic survival, ornamental lawns were not a common feature. 
 
The idea of the well-manicured lawn gained momentum in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, coinciding with the growth of suburbs across the United States. Sub-
urbs were designed to offer a quieter and more aesthetically pleasing alternative to 
crowded city living, and developers began incorporating lawns into the suburban 
landscape to attract potential homeowners. These lawns represented not only a patch 
of green but also an embodiment of the American dream—a place of safety, privacy, 
and a connection to nature that was appealing to the growing middle class. 
 
The post-World War II era witnessed a profound transformation in American society, 
driven by a combination of economic prosperity, demographic changes, and housing 
innovation. One of the key figures in shaping this transformation was William Levitt, a 
developer who played a pivotal role in the proliferation of suburbs and the promotion 
of the quintessential American lawn. 
 
Levittown: The Birth of Suburbia: William Levitt, along with his brother Alfred and fa-
ther Abraham, embarked on a groundbreaking project to address the acute housing 
shortage faced by returning veterans and their families. The result was Levittown, a 
planned suburban community located on Long Island, New York. Levittown became a 
blueprint for suburban development and marked the beginning of the post-war sub-
urban boom. 
 
The Levittown Formula: Levitt and his team employed a highly efficient and standard-
ized construction process. They utilized assembly-line techniques borrowed from the 
automobile industry to mass-produce affordable, identical houses. Levittown homes 
were compact, single-family dwellings with modern amenities, designed to meet the 
housing needs of the burgeoning middle class. 
 
Lawns as a Marketing Tool: Crucially, the Levittown formula included the integration of 
lawns into the suburban landscape. Each Levittown house was accompanied by a 
neatly manicured lawn. Lawns were not merely an afterthought but an integral part of 
the development plan. They were strategically positioned to convey a sense of space, 
privacy, and natural beauty. 
 
Symbolism of Lawns: Safety, Privacy, and Nature: Lawns in Levittown were not just 
patches of grass; they embodied the aspirations of the American middle class. They 
symbolized safety, as the enclosed yard provided a secure space for children to play. 
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Privacy was another essential aspect, as lawns allowed families to enjoy outdoor activi-
ties without the intrusion of city life. Finally, lawns offered a connection to nature, 
providing a small piece of the natural world within the suburban environment. 
 
The Marketing Appeal: The promotion of Levittown homes and their accompanying 
lawns was a masterstroke of marketing. Levitt's advertising campaigns capitalized on 
the allure of suburban living, emphasizing the attainability of the American dream. The 
lawn, with its connotations of tranquility and space, was an integral part of this dream. 
Legacy and Suburbanization: Levittown's success spawned a wave of suburban devel-
opment across the United States. The formula of affordable homes with lawns became 
a template for countless suburban communities. Lawns remained a symbol of subur-
ban prosperity and the desire for a peaceful, family-oriented lifestyle. 
 
Media and marketing played a pivotal role in shaping the ideal suburban lawn. Maga-
zines, television shows, and advertisements portrayed the perfectly manicured lawn as 
a symbol of success and happiness. Lawn maintenance tips and guidelines were widely 
disseminated, further reinforcing the notion that a uniform, flawless lawn was the gold 
standard. 
 
Social pressure within neighborhoods also contributed to the emphasis on lawn uni-
formity. Neighbors often engaged in friendly competition to have the best-looking 
lawns, fostering a sense of conformity to the established lawn standards. Homeowners' 
associations and neighborhood covenants occasionally mandated specific lawn 
maintenance standards, adding to the pressure to maintain a particular look. 
 
However, in recent years, there has been a noticeable shift in the cultural and environ-
mental landscape. Growing awareness of the environmental impact of traditional lawn 
care practices, such as excessive water usage and pesticide application, has prompted 
many homeowners to rethink their approach. This shift has led to the exploration of 
more sustainable landscaping alternatives, including xeriscaping (landscaping that re-
quires minimal water), incorporating native plants, and creating meadow gardens. As a 
result, the uniformity of lawns is being reconsidered, and there is a greater emphasis 
on environmentally friendly and diverse landscaping practices in many communities 
across the United States. 
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Real World Connections/Careers 
The information about the history of lawn culture and the emphasis on lawn 
uniformity is relevant in several real-world career contexts, including: Landscape 
Architects and Designers, Environmental Advocates and Activists, Horticulturists and 
Gardeners, Historians and Cultural Anthropologists, Real Estate Developers and 
Agents, Conservation Biologists, Urban Planners and Sustainability Consultants, Parks 
and Recreation Professionals, Educators and Researchers, Government Officials and 
Policy Analyst 
 
Unit Objectives: 
By the end of this unit, students should be able to 
 Analyze the factors that contributed to the rise of lawn culture as a cultural and 

societal phenomenon.  
 Assess the environmental impact of traditional lawn care practices, including water 

consumption, pesticide use, and monoculture.  
 Investigate alternative landscaping practices such as xeriscaping, native plant 

gardens, and meadow landscapes.  
 
 
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS): 
 
 MS-ESS3-3: Apply scientific principles to design a method for monitoring and 

minimizing a human impact on the environment. 
 
Vocabulary  
Lawn Culture: The societal and cultural norms, practices, and perceptions 
associated with the creation and maintenance of lawns, often emphasizing aesthetics 
and social status. 
Uniformity: The quality or state of being uniform, consistent, or identical in 
appearance, texture, or composition, as applied to lawns and landscaping. 
Monoculture: The practice of cultivating a single type of plant or grass species 
over a large area, often seen in conventional lawn maintenance. 
Xeriscaping: Landscaping and gardening practices that focus on water 
conservation by using drought-resistant plants and minimizing water usage. 
Native Plants: Plant species that naturally occur in a specific region and are well-
suited to the local climate and ecosystem. 
Sustainability: The practice of using resources in a way that meets current needs 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs, as applied 
to landscaping and environmental practices. 
Landscaping: The planning, design, and modification of outdoor spaces to 
achieve specific aesthetic, functional, or environmental goals. 
Cultural Significance: The importance of lawns or landscaping practices within a 
particular society, often tied to historical, social, or economic factors. 
Environmental Impact: The effect that landscaping and lawn care practices have 
on the natural environment, including factors such as water usage, chemical 
pollutants, and habitat disruption. 
Aesthetics: The visual appeal or beauty of a lawn or landscape, often influenced 
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by design choices, plant selection, and maintenance practices. 
Suburbanization: The process of urban expansion into surrounding suburban 
areas, often accompanied by the development of residential communities. 
Horticulture: The science and art of cultivating and managing plants, including 
those used in landscaping. 
Lawn Care Industry: The sector of the economy that provides products and 
services related to the maintenance and beautification of lawns, including lawn care 
companies and product manufacturers. 
Sustainable Landscaping: The practice of designing and maintaining outdoor 
spaces in a way that minimizes negative environmental impacts and promotes 
ecological balance. 
Cultural Norms: The shared expectations and behaviors within a society or 
community regarding lawn care and landscaping practices. 
Advocacy: Public support or promotion of a particular cause, often related to 
sustainable landscaping or environmental conservation. 
Ecosystem: A community of living organisms (plants, animals, and 
microorganisms) and their physical environment, interacting and functioning as a unit. 
Community Engagement: Involving community members in discussions, 
decisions, and actions related to landscaping and lawn care practices in their 
neighborhood or locality. 
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Lawn Uniformity —(explain) 

 Prepare students for the scavenger hunt by organizing them into groups, 
providing them with the necessary materials, and explaining the process of 
documenting their findings. 

 Arrange students into small groups of 3-4 members. Aim for diverse 
groupings to encourage different perspectives and collaborative learning. 

 Here's a scavenger hunt list tailored for middle school students that 
focuses on lawn care and environmental impact. You can print this 
list and distribute it to each group participating in the scavenger 
hunt: 

 Lawn Care and Environmental Impact Scavenger Hunt List 

 Welcome to the Lawn Care and Environmental Impact Scavenger 
Hunt! Your mission is to explore the area and find items or complete 
tasks related to lawn care and its impact on the environment. Work 
together as a team to check off as many items as possible within the 
time limit. Be sure to take pictures to document your findings! 

 Find a dandelion:  

 Dandelions are common lawn weeds. Take a picture of 
one. 

 Locate a compost bin:  

 Composting reduces waste and enriches soil. Take a 
picture near one. 

 Spot a bird's nest:  

 Birds are part of the ecosystem. Be respectful and 
observe from a distance. 

 Find a reusable water bottle:  

 Staying hydrated without single-use plastic helps the 
environment. Take a picture with one. 

 Discover a rain barrel:  

 Rain barrels collect rainwater for eco-friendly lawn 
watering. Take a picture near one. 

 Identify a garden tool:  

 Garden tools help maintain a healthy lawn. Take a 
picture with one you find. 

 Find a break in exclusive residential zoning and something to 
support people presence/recreation:  

 Explore the area and look for a location that breaks 
away from exclusive residential zoning, such as a 
business or public service area.  

 Find something in this area that supports people's presence or 
recreation, such as a park, playground, or sports field.  

 Take a picture of this location and the supporting 
element.  

 Find a recycling bin:  
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 Responsible waste disposal is crucial. Take a picture 
near a recycling bin. 

 Spot a worm:  

 Earthworms improve soil health. Take a picture of a 
worm, if you can find one. 

 Find a tree with a bird feeder:  

 Trees provide shelter and food for birds. Take a picture 
of the tree and feeder. 

 Locate a native plant:  

 Native plants support local wildlife. Take a picture of one. 

  Find a compostable item:  

 Look for something that can be composted. Take a picture of 
it. 

 Identify a pollinator-friendly flower:  

 Flowers that attract bees and butterflies are great for the 
environment. Take a picture of one. 

 Locate a tree with fallen leaves:  

 Trees lose leaves in the fall, contributing to natural compost. 
Take a picture with fallen leaves. 

 Spot an energy-efficient light bulb:  

 Energy-efficient bulbs save energy and money. Take a picture 
of one. 

 Find a "No Pesticides" sign:  

 Promoting a pesticide-free lawn is good for the environment. 
Take a picture of the sign. 

 Locate a piece of litter:  

 Proper waste disposal is essential. Pick up and properly 
dispose of the litter you find. 

 Spot a bicycle:  

 Biking reduces pollution and is a green transportation option. 
Take a picture of a bicycle. 

 Find a reusable shopping bag:  

 Reusable bags reduce plastic waste. Take a picture with one. 

 Locate a wildlife habitat sign:  

 Learn about local efforts to support wildlife. Take a picture of 
the sign. 

 Find a solar panel:  

 Solar energy is a clean energy source. Take a picture of a solar 
panel. 

 Remember to stay safe, respect the environment, and have fun while 
completing the scavenger hunt! When you return, we'll discuss what you've 
learned about lawn care and its impact on the environment. Good luck!. 
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 Provide each group with a local map. This could be a printed map of the 
school neighborhood or nearby parks. 

 Give out notepads and pens for note-taking during the hunt. 

 Demonstrate how to mark locations on the map where they observe the 
listed items. For example, they could use different colored markers for 
different categories of observations. 

 Teach students how to make concise and clear notes. Encourage 
them to record specific details such as the size of the area, types of 
plants observed, signs of wildlife, and any signs or notices related to 
lawn care. 

 Emphasize the importance of observational skills and the ability to 
infer the environmental impact from what they see. 

 Safety and Conduct Briefing: 

 Remind students about staying within designated 
boundaries and respecting private property during the 
scavenger hunt. 

 Discuss appropriate behavior and the importance of 
working as a team. 

 Go over any safety considerations, such as staying 
together, being aware of traffic, and what to do in case of 
an emergency. 

 After  the scavenger hunt ends, gather all the participating groups and 
provide some background information about lawn uniformity and its impact 
on the environment. You can use the following talking points to initiate the 
discussion: 

 Introduction to Lawn Uniformity: Explain that many people strive 
for perfectly manicured lawns, which often involves the use of 
pesticides, excessive watering, and frequent mowing to maintain 
a uniform appearance. 

 Environmental Impact: Discuss how this pursuit of uniformity can 
have negative consequences on the environment. For example, 
the use of pesticides can harm pollinators and other wildlife, 
excessive watering contributes to water waste, and frequent 
mowing consumes fuel and produces emissions. 

 Biodiversity: Emphasize the importance of biodiversity and how 
diverse plant life, including native plants and wildflowers, can 
support local ecosystems and provide habitat for wildlife. 

 Balance: Encourage students to think about striking a balance 
between maintaining a healthy lawn and supporting the 
environment. Highlight the importance of making eco-friendly 
choices in lawn care. 

 Discussion Questions at the Conclusion of the Activity: 
 After the scavenger hunt, gather the students together to discuss their 

findings. Use the following discussion questions to engage them in a 
conversation about what they did not find and what they have learned 
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about lawn care and its impact on the environment? 
 What items or elements related to lawn care did you expect to find 

but did not find during the scavenger hunt? 
 Why do you think some items related to eco-friendly lawn care 

practices were not found as readily as others? 
 What did you discover about the prevalence of native plants in the 

area? How might the presence or absence of native plants impact the 
local environment? 

 Were there any surprises during the scavenger hunt, such as finding 
items you didn't expect or noticing environmental issues you hadn't 
considered before? 

 How can the findings from this scavenger hunt influence your own 
lawn care practices or the practices of your community? 

 What are some practical steps you can take to promote a healthier, 
more environmentally-friendly lawn in your neighborhood or school? 

 What are the benefits of maintaining a lawn that supports 
biodiversity and reduces environmental impact? 

 Encourage students to reflect on the broader implications of their findings 
and discuss potential actions they can take to make a positive difference in 
their local environment and promote responsible lawn care practices. 

 Explain to students that the scavenger hunt raised questions about why 
certain environmental elements are limited in modern landscapes. Share the 
following information in an age-appropriate manner: 

 When Europeans first came to North America, native grasses were 
annual species. 

 European colonists imported perennial grasses from Europe to 
provide reliable pasture. 

 Weeds like dandelions and plantains became naturalized. 
 European honeybees and butterflies were introduced alongside 

native pollinators. 
 European earthworms also entered the ecosystem. 
 Lawns as we know them today began as a status symbol among 

European aristocracy. 
 

Lawn Uniformity —(Engage) 

 Begin by revisiting the concept of lawn uniformity and its impact on the 

environment. Recap the previous lesson briefly. 

 Discuss the importance of biodiversity in supporting ecosystems and the 

role of pollinators (bees, butterflies, etc.) in plant reproduction and food 

production. 

 The Importance of Biodiversity in Supporting Ecosystems: 

 Biodiversity, short for biological diversity, refers to the variety of life 

forms on Earth, including plants, animals, fungi, and microorganisms, 

as well as the ecosystems they form. Biodiversity is essential for the 

health and stability of ecosystems, and it plays a crucial role in 
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several ways: 

 Ecosystem Stability: Biodiversity contributes to the resilience and 

stability of ecosystems. A diverse ecosystem is better equipped to 

withstand environmental changes, such as climate fluctuations or the 

introduction of new species. 

 Nutrient Cycling: Different species play specific roles in nutrient 

cycling. For example, decomposers break down dead organisms and 

organic matter, returning nutrients to the soil, which are then taken 

up by plants. 

 Pest Control: Biodiversity can help control pest populations. Natural 

predators, such as birds and insects, can keep herbivorous insect 

populations in check, reducing the need for chemical pesticides. 

 Pollination: Many plants rely on animals for pollination, which is the 

process of transferring pollen from one flower to another, leading to 

fertilization and the production of fruits and seeds. This is where 

pollinators like bees, butterflies, and hummingbirds play a vital role. 

 The Role of Pollinators in Plant Reproduction and Food Production: 

 Pollinators are animals that assist in the transfer of pollen between 

flowers, facilitating the fertilization of plants. This process is crucial 

for the reproduction of many flowering plants, and it has far-reaching 

implications for food production and biodiversity conservation: 

 Plant Reproduction: Pollination allows plants to produce seeds and 

fruits, which are essential for their survival and reproduction. This 

genetic diversity within plant populations is critical for their 

adaptability to changing environmental conditions. 

 Food Production: Approximately 75% of global food crops depend 

on animal pollinators, with bees being the most important pollinators 

for many of these crops. This includes fruits, vegetables, nuts, and 

various cash crops like coffee and cocoa. 

 Biodiversity: Pollinators help maintain biodiversity by enabling the 

reproduction of diverse plant species. In turn, this supports other 

wildlife that depends on these plants for food and habitat. 

 Economic Value: Pollinators contribute significantly to the economy 

by enhancing crop yields and quality. Without them, agricultural 

production would be severely impacted, leading to higher food 

prices and economic instability. 

 Cultural and Aesthetic Value: Pollinators also play a role in cultural 

traditions and aesthetics. Flowers and flowering plants are an integral 

part of many cultures, and they enhance the beauty of our 

landscapes. 
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 In summary, biodiversity, particularly the presence of pollinators, is 

fundamental for the health of ecosystems and essential for human well-

being. By protecting and conserving pollinators and their habitats, we can 

ensure the sustainability of our food supply, support healthy ecosystems, 

and maintain the beauty of our natural world. 

 Now that we've discussed the importance of biodiversity in supporting 

ecosystems and the critical role of pollinators like bees and butterflies in 

plant reproduction and food production, we're going to take our learning 

outdoors. We'll be heading to the outdoor space we've chosen for data 

collection, where you can expect to actively explore and investigate the 

following: 

 Observing Pollinators: You'll have the opportunity to observe the 

environment around you and record any pollinators you see. This 

could include bees, butterflies, or other insects visiting flowers. 

 Recording Data: You'll use clipboards and data collection sheets to 

document the types and numbers of pollinators you encounter. 

Remember to be patient and quiet to avoid disturbing these 

important creatures. 

 Take students to the outdoor space chosen for data collection and divide 

the students into small groups. 

 Provide each group with a clipboard and data collection sheets. 

 Instruct them to observe and record the types and numbers of 

pollinators they see in the lawn area.  

 A simple data collection sheet that students can use to 

observe and record the types and numbers of pollinators they 

see in the lawn area during the outdoor activity. You can print 

copies of this sheet for each student or provide it as a digital 

document for them to fill out: 

 This data collection sheet will help students 

systematically record their observations during the 

outdoor activity and provide valuable information for 

discussions and analysis in the classroom.  

 Collect all the completed data collection sheets from your students. 

 Compile the data to determine the total number of each type of 

pollinator observed by all groups. 

 Choose an appropriate graph type to represent your data.  

 A bar graph is commonly used for displaying counts of 

different categories, which works well for the number of 

pollinators observed. 

 Prepare Your Graph 
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 If you're using graph paper, draw a graph with an x-axis 

(horizontal) and a y-axis (vertical). Label the x-axis as "Types of 

Pollinators" and the y-axis as "Number Observed." 

 If you're using computer software (e.g., Excel or Google 

Sheets), open a new spreadsheet and enter your data into two 

columns: one for "Types of Pollinators" and another for 

"Number Observed." 

 Create the Bars (Bar Graph) 

 For each type of pollinator (e.g., Bees, Butterflies, Other 

Insects), create a bar on the graph whose height 

corresponds to the number observed. On graph paper, 

you'll need to draw these bars to scale; on software, it 

can be done automatically. 

 Label Your Graph 

 Add a title to your graph, such as "Observation of 

Pollinators in [Location]." Include the date and location 

information if relevant. 

 Label the x-axis with the names of the pollinator types 

(e.g., Bees, Butterflies, Other Insects). 

 Label the y-axis with "Number Observed." 

 Add Legend (Optional) 

 If you have different groups collecting data separately, 

you may want to include a legend explaining which 

group's data is represented by each color or pattern on 

the graph. 

 Interpret the Graph 

 Analyze the graph to draw conclusions about the types 

and quantities of pollinators observed. Discuss any 

trends, patterns, or differences in the data. 

 Which type of pollinator was observed in the 

highest quantity? 

 Discuss the significance of this finding 

and its potential impact on plant 

pollination in the area. 

 Were there any types of pollinators that were 

not observed during the data collection? 

 Explore why certain pollinators might be 

absent and what factors could influence 

their presence or absence. 

 Did you notice any variations in the number of 
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pollinators observed between different types 

(e.g., bees vs. butterflies)? 

 Investigate the reasons behind these 

variations and consider the preferences of 

different pollinators for specific plants or 

environmental conditions. 

 Are there any trends or patterns in the data that 

stand out? 

 Look for trends in the environment, such 

as certain pollinators being more active 

during specific times of the day or season. 

Additionally, pay attention to other 

aspects of interspecific ecology beyond 

pollinators, such as pest predation. 

Discuss possible reasons for these 

patterns and take note of any interesting 

interactions you observe .  

 Discuss possible reasons for these 

patterns. 

 Time of Day Activity: Why do you 

think certain pollinators or other 

species are more active during 

specific times of the day? How 

might factors like temperature, 

light, or plant blooming schedules 

influence their activity patterns? 

 Seasonal Variations: What could be 

the reasons behind seasonal 

fluctuations in the behavior of 

these organisms? How might 

changes in temperature, resource 

availability, or mating and breeding 

seasons impact their activity? 

 Interspecific Relationships: In 

addition to pollinators, did you 

observe any other species 

interacting with one another? For 

example, did you see any 

predators preying on pests, or 

symbiotic relationships between 
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different organisms? What might 

drive these interactions? 

 Environmental Factors: How does 

the surrounding environment, 

including human-made landscapes 

and natural habitats, influence the 

behavior of the species you 

observed? Are there any factors, 

such as pollution or habitat loss, 

that could be affecting these 

patterns? 

 What factors do you think might influence the 

number of pollinators in the area you observed? 

 Consider environmental factors like 

weather, time of day, and the availability 

of food sources (flowers). 

 How might the presence or absence of certain 

pollinators impact the local ecosystem and plant 

diversity? 

 Explore the ecological roles of different 

pollinators and their importance in 

maintaining biodiversity. 

 Do you think the lawn area you observed is 

providing sufficient habitat and resources for 

pollinators?  

 Consider the impact of human support 

and occupation on the lawn. Does the 

manicured uniformity of the lawn affect 

pollinator habitat?  

 Are there enough native plants and 

flowers to support pollinators? 

What signs of pollinator activity 

did you observe?  

 Discuss ways to enhance the 

environment to better support 

pollinators, such as planting native 

flowers or reducing pesticide use. 

 What are the potential implications of the data 

for the local ecosystem and food production in 

the area? 
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 Consider how the health and diversity of 

pollinator populations can affect the 

production of fruits, vegetables, and other 

crops. 

 What actions or initiatives could be taken to 

promote pollinator-friendly environments in 

your community or school? 

 Brainstorm ideas for creating spaces that 

are more welcoming to pollinators, such 

as planting pollinator gardens or 

providing nesting sites. 

 Nutrient Cycling from Detritus and 

Decomposition: Consider the role of detritus, 

which includes fallen leaves, grass clippings, and 

organic matter on the lawn's surface. 

  How does the decomposition of this 

detritus contribute to nutrient cycling in 

the ecosystem  

 How can the data collected during this activity 

contribute to our understanding of the 

importance of biodiversity and pollinators in our 

local environment? 

 Reflect on the educational value of the 

activity and how it can raise awareness 

about the role of pollinators in 

ecosystems. 

 Lawn uniformity, as we've previously discussed, refers to the tendency to maintain 

lawns that are neat, green, and devoid of any 'weeds' or other plants that don't fit 

the traditional idea of a 'perfect' lawn. This pursuit of uniformity often leads to 

practices such as using pesticides, excessive watering, and mowing frequently to 

achieve that manicured look. 

 But, what have we found today when we ventured outdoors to explore the 

lawn area and observe pollinators? We observed that lawns maintained this 

way often have reduced biodiversity. In other words, they lack a diverse 

array of plant species and the wildlife that depends on them. 

 Here's why this is significant: 

 Plant Diversity: Biodiversity is closely tied to plant diversity. Lawns 

dominated by a single type of grass and devoid of wildflowers or 

native plants provide limited food and habitat for local wildlife. In 

contrast, diverse plant life attracts various pollinators, birds, and 
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insects, creating a more balanced and thriving ecosystem. 

 Pollinators: As we saw today, pollinators like bees and butterflies play 

a crucial role in plant reproduction and food production. When we 

have fewer types of flowering plants due to lawn uniformity, we also 

have fewer pollinators visiting those plants, which can affect crop 

yields and the health of the natural environment. 

 Wildlife Habitat: Lawns that prioritize uniformity tend to lack suitable 

habitats for wildlife, such as nesting sites and food sources. This can 

lead to a decline in the populations of beneficial insects, birds, and 

other creatures that are vital to healthy ecosystems. 

 In essence, our quest for the perfect lawn can inadvertently lead to a less 

perfect natural world. 

 

Lawn Uniformity —(Explain)  

 Begin by recapping the previous lesson's discussion about the impact of lawn 

uniformity on biodiversity. Emphasize the importance of biodiversity in supporting 

ecosystems.  

 Introduce the new topic: water usage in lawn care. Discuss the concept of watering 

lawns and why it is necessary for maintaining healthy grass. Highlight that watering 

lawns can be a water-intensive endeavor.  

 Lawns can consume a substantial amount of water. On average, maintaining 

a 1,000-square-foot lawn with conventional irrigation systems can require 

anywhere from 620 to 1,500 gallons of water per week during the growing 

season. 

 Water Waste: The EPA estimates that up to 50% of water used for outdoor 

irrigation is wasted due to inefficient watering practices, such as 

overwatering, watering during the heat of the day, or allowing water runoff 

 Show the pre-cut sod samples to the class. Explain that sod is 

commonly used for creating lawns. 

 Discuss the thickness of the sod and how it affects water 

retention.  Emphasize that the thickness of the sod layer can 

impact how water is managed in a lawn ecosystem 

 The thickness of the sod layer in a lawn can significantly 

impact water retention. Thicker sod acts as a natural 

reservoir, helping to absorb, store, and gradually 

release water. This is not only beneficial for the health 

and resilience of the lawn but also for the environment, 

as it reduces water waste and the potential for soil 

erosion. 

 As responsible stewards of the environment, it's 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



201 

 
The Shift from Crop Diversity to Lawn Uniformity  

 
L
a
w

n
 U

n
if

o
rm

it
y
  

essential to consider the role of sod thickness in your 

landscaping practices. By selecting sod with a sufficient 

thickness and adopting water-efficient lawn care 

techniques, we can contribute to water conservation 

efforts and promote healthy, sustainable lawns. 

 Explain that sod consists of grass and the soil it grows 

in, all held together by a network of roots. 

 Discuss Sod Thickness  

 Engage the students in a discussion about the 

relationship between sod thickness and water retention. 

 The Sod as a Sponge: Start by explaining that 

sod acts much like a sponge. A thicker sod layer 

can hold more water, just like a sponge can 

absorb and retain more liquid. 

 Surface Water Runoff: Emphasize that when rain 

or irrigation water hits the sod, a thicker sod 

layer can reduce surface water runoff. It acts as a 

buffer, absorbing the water and then slowly 

releasing it into the underlying soil. This process 

helps prevent rapid runoff, which can lead to 

water wastage and soil erosion. 

 Thicker Sod's Benefits: Discuss the benefits of 

thicker sod for lawns. Thicker sod layers provide 

a reservoir for moisture, which is crucial for 

maintaining a lawn's health, especially during dry 

spells or drought conditions. Thicker sod can 

help lawns stay green and lush with less frequent 

watering, ultimately reducing water wastage. 

 Lawn Mower Height: Encourage students to 

realize that one way to make lawns thicker is by 

adjusting the lawn mower height. Cutting grass 

at a taller height allows it to develop a denser, 

thicker sod layer. This can be an effective 

strategy for improving water retention in lawns. 

 Alternative Sponge Species: Mention that while 

grass is the most common lawn species, there 

are other plant species, like clover or certain 

ground covers, that can act as even more 

efficient "sponges" for water retention. Discuss 

the idea of using alternative species to enhance 
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water-holding capacity in lawns. 

 Compaction Issues: Explain how compacted soil 

can hinder water absorption and retention in 

lawns. Compacted soil has less pore space, 

making it harder for water to penetrate and be 

stored. Discuss the importance of aerating lawns 

to alleviate compaction and improve water 

infiltration. 

 Grade Considerations: Address the impact of 

lawn grades on water runoff. Flat or improperly 

graded lawns can allow water to run off too 

quickly, leading to wasted water and potential 

erosion. Encourage students to consider proper 

lawn grading to promote efficient water 

retention 

 Explain the experiment you'll be conducting to demonstrate 

the concept of water retention in sod. 

 Divide the class into small groups or pairs, providing each 

group with different sod samples of varying thickness.  

 Make sure each group has a container to place the sod 

on. 

 Set up a simulated rainfall station with a watering can or hose.  

 Position it so that the water will evenly flow over the sod 

samples. 

 Instruct each group to lay their sod samples on the 

containers. 

 Place each sod sample on a flat container or tray 

that is large enough to accommodate the sod 

sample and collect water runoff. 

 Set up a separate graduated cylinder or measuring cup 

for each sod sample to collect water runoff. The 

containers should be clean and dry before starting the 

experiment. 

 Position a graduated cylinder or measuring cup 

directly beside the tray and under the area 

where the water runoff from the sod sample is 

expected to flow.  

 Begin the simulated rainfall by pouring water evenly 

over the sod samples.  

 Ensure that each group receives the same amount of 
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water. 

 A common amount to begin with is 500 

milliliters (or half a liter) of water. This provides a 

reasonable starting point for observing water 

interaction with the sod samples.  

 As the water runoff starts to accumulate, it will 

flow from the container holding the sod sample 

into the graduated cylinder or measuring cup 

placed beneath it. 

 Allow the water runoff to collect in the 

graduated cylinder or measuring cup until the 

runoff stabilizes or ceases to flow. 

 After the runoff has been collected, measure the 

volume of water in the graduated cylinder or 

measuring cup. Record this volume as the 

amount of water runoff for that specific sod 

sample. 

 Be sure to measure and record the runoff 

accurately, and ensure that the measuring device 

is level and easy to read. 

 Students should not pour the water from the 

container holding the sod sample into the 

graduated cylinder or measuring cup 

themselves. Instead, they should observe and 

measure the runoff as it flows naturally from the 

sod container into the collection container. This 

process allows for accurate measurement of the 

water runoff from each sod sample. 

 Encourage students to observe and note how the water 

interacts with the sod. 

 Observation Notes for Science Notebook: 

 Initial Sod Thickness: Record the thickness 

of the sod samples before the experiment 

begins. Measure and note it in millimeters 

(mm). 

 Sod Appearance: Describe the 

appearance of the sod before the 

simulated rainfall. Is it dry or moist? Are 

there any visible cracks or gaps? 

 Water Pouring: Observe how the water is 
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poured evenly over the sod samples. Note 

the speed and distribution of water from 

the watering can or hose. 

 Initial Water Absorption: As the water 

makes contact with the sod, observe how 

quickly or slowly it is absorbed. Are there 

areas where water pools or flows? 

 Changes in Sod Appearance: Describe any 

changes in the appearance of the sod as 

it absorbs water. Does it become darker 

or more saturated? 

 Water Runoff: Note the presence or 

absence of water runoff from the sod 

samples. If runoff occurs, observe the flow 

pattern and measure its quantity. 

 Sod Response: Pay attention to how the 

sod reacts to the water. Does it become 

more compacted, or does it remain loose? 

Are there any visible changes in the 

grass? 

 Time Observation: Keep track of the time 

it takes for significant water absorption or 

runoff to occur. Note the time intervals 

when changes are observed. 

 Comparative Analysis: Compare the sod 

samples of different thicknesses within 

your group. Discuss which samples 

appear to retain water better and which 

allow for more runoff.  

 Concluding Observations: Record any 

final thoughts or conclusions based on 

your observations. Consider how sod 

thickness affects water retention. 

 Data Collection 

 Distribute data collection sheets to each group, which should 

include a section for recording the amount of water runoff. 

 Provide each group with measuring cups or graduated 

cylinders for accurately measuring the volume of water runoff. 

 Instruct students to place the measuring cup or 

graduated cylinder beneath the container holding their 
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sod sample to collect the runoff. 

 Begin the simulated rainfall by pouring 500 milliliters (mL) of 

water evenly over the sod samples. 

 As the water runoff starts to accumulate in the measuring cup 

or cylinder, students should carefully observe and record the 

volume of water collected. They should ensure that the 

measuring device is at a flat and consistent level for accurate 

readings. 

 Emphasize the importance of precision and accuracy in 

measuring the runoff. 

 Group Discussion 

 Encourage students to discuss their observations and 

findings as a group while collecting data. Ask them to 

share their initial impressions and any notable 

differences between the sod samples. 

 Remind them to consider the impact of sod thickness 

on water retention and runoff. 

 Recording Data  

 Ensure that each group records their data clearly and 

neatly on their data collection sheets. 

 Each group should record the amount of water runoff 

(in mL) for each sod sample tested. 

 Data Review and Wrap-Up  

 Collect the data collection sheets from each group. 

 As a class, briefly discuss the range of observations and 

measurements made by different groups. 

 Highlight the variations in water runoff based on sod 

thickness, and encourage students to think about the 

implications of their findings. 

 Have students measure and record the volume of water 

runoff from each sod sample. They can use measuring 

cups or graduated cylinders to do this. 

 Wrap up conversation 

 Alright, students, now that we've completed our experiment on sod 

and water retention, let's discuss what we've learned about the 

impact of lawn uniformity on water runoff and its associated issues. 

Who can share their observations and thoughts on this topic?  

 Why is it important to consider the impact of lawn uniformity on 

water runoff and water management? 

  What are some of the negative consequences of excessive water 
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runoff from lawns, as we've seen in our experiment? 

 How does lawn uniformity contribute to increased water runoff, and 

what can we do to mitigate this issue? 

 What do you think are some practical steps that homeowners or 

communities can take to promote more sustainable and water-

efficient landscaping practices, especially concerning sod thickness 

and lawn diversity? 

 

Lawn Uniformity —(Elaborate)  

 Start with a brief discussion on what students know about traditional lawns and 

their characteristics. 

 Present information on the drawbacks of lawn uniformity 

 Drawbacks of Lawn Uniformity 

 Water Waste: 

 Traditional lawns often require excessive watering to maintain 

their lush appearance. 

 High water consumption contributes to water scarcity issues, 

especially in arid regions. 

 Overwatering lawns can lead to runoff, soil erosion, and 

nutrient pollution in water bodies. 

 Pesticide Use: 

 Lawn uniformity often relies on the use of pesticides and 

herbicides to control weeds, pests, and diseases. 

 Pesticides can harm beneficial insects, wildlife, and even pose 

health risks to humans and pets. 

 Runoff from pesticide-treated lawns can contaminate 

groundwater and surface water. 

 Loss of Biodiversity: 

 Uniform lawns primarily consist of a single grass species, 

resulting in limited plant diversity. 

 Monoculture lawns provide little habitat or food for local 

wildlife, including pollinators like bees and butterflies. 

 Biodiversity loss reduces ecosystem resilience and can disrupt 

local ecosystems. 

 Maintenance Costs: 

 Maintaining uniform lawns often requires frequent mowing, 

fertilizing, and watering, leading to high maintenance costs. 

 Lawn equipment emissions contribute to air pollution and 

greenhouse gas emissions. 

 Lawn care expenses can strain homeowners' budgets. 
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 Limited Functionality: 

 Traditional lawns offer limited functionality beyond aesthetics 

and recreation. 

 They do not contribute to food production, stormwater 

management, or other ecological benefits. 

 This lack of versatility contrasts with more sustainable 

landscaping options. 

 Inefficient Land Use: 

 Large expanses of uniform lawns can represent inefficient land 

use, especially in urban areas. 

 Valuable land is used primarily for ornamental purposes rather 

than productive or ecological purposes. 

 Lack of Climate Resilience: 

 Uniform lawns may struggle to adapt to changing climate 

conditions, such as prolonged droughts or extreme 

temperatures. 

 Diverse landscapes, including zero-scapes and native gardens, 

tend to be more climate-resilient. 

 Use printed resources and visual aids to illustrate key points. 

 To provide middle school students with educational resources on the 

key points of lawn uniformity and its environmental impacts, you can 

consider a variety of materials like articles, interactive websites, 

videos, and lesson plans. Here's a compilation of resources for each 

key point: 

 Water Waste 

 Interactive Websites: Websites like the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency's WaterSense for Kids 

offer interactive resources to teach children about 

water conservation. 

 Educational Videos: YouTube channels like SciShow 

Kids or National Geographic Kids have videos that 

explain the importance of water conservation in a kid-

friendly manner. 

 Lesson Plans: Resources like the Water Project’s 

educational materials provide lesson plans on water 

conservation and its importance. 

 Pesticide Use 

 Informative Articles: Websites like National Wildlife 

Federation have articles accessible to younger 

audiences that explain the impact of pesticides on 
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wildlife and the environment. 

 Documentaries: Short documentaries available on 

educational platforms like Discovery Education can 

illustrate the impact of pesticides. 

 Activity Sheets: Create or find activity sheets that help 

students understand the effects of pesticides on 

ecosystems. 

 Loss of Biodiversity 

 Interactive Games: Online games that simulate 

ecosystems can help students understand the 

importance of biodiversity. 

 Nature Walks: Organize a nature walk in a local park 

with diverse plant life to illustrate biodiversity's 

importance firsthand. 

 Educational Posters: Visual aids and posters can be 

effective in showing the differences between 

monocultures and diverse ecosystems. 

 Maintenance Costs 

 Infographics: Create infographics that compare the 

costs and environmental impacts of traditional lawn 

care versus sustainable alternatives. 

 Class Discussions: Host a discussion or debate on the 

costs and benefits of different types of lawn care. 

 Research Projects: Assign projects where students 

research and present on sustainable lawn care 

practices. 

 Limited Functionality 

 Educational Videos: Find or create videos that showcase 

the limited functionality of traditional lawns compared 

to more sustainable landscaping. 

 Field Trips: Visit a local sustainable garden or 

permaculture site to provide practical examples of 

functional landscaping. 

 Comparison Charts: Develop charts that compare 

traditional lawns with alternatives in terms of 

functionality and environmental impact. 

 Inefficient Land Use 

 Urban Planning Workshops: Workshops or interactive 

sessions on urban planning can illustrate efficient vs. 

inefficient land use. 
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 Mapping Activities: Use local maps to identify areas 

where land use could be optimized. 

 Case Studies: Present case studies of cities that have 

implemented efficient land use practices. 

 Lack of Climate Resilience 

 Climate Change Education Modules: Use modules from 

sources like NASA’s Climate Kids to teach about climate 

resilience in landscaping. 

 Guest Speakers: Invite a local environmental scientist to 

speak about climate resilience in landscaping. 

 Experiments: Conduct simple experiments to 

demonstrate how different plants react to 

environmental stressors. 

 These resources are tailored to be engaging and 

educational for middle school students, providing a 

comprehensive understanding of the environmental 

impacts of lawn uniformity and sustainable alternatives. 

 Divide the class into small groups. 

 Have each group discuss the disadvantages of lawn uniformity 
and brainstorm potential solutions. 

 Explain the concept of zero-scapes (xeriscaping), which 
involves using native plants and minimizing water use. 

 Discuss how zero-scapes conserve water, reduce  

 Provide students with pictures of traditional lawns and zero-
scapes maintenance, and promote biodiversity. 
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 In groups, have students compare and contrast the two and discuss 
the advantages of zero-scapes. 

 How Zero-Scapes Save Water 

 Using Dry-Loving Plants: Xeriscapes have plants 
that don’t need much water. These plants are 
used to dry conditions and can grow with just a 
little bit of water. 

 Smart Watering: Instead of sprinklers that spray 
water everywhere, xeriscapes use drip irrigation 
that gives water right to the plant roots, so no 
water is wasted. 

 Mulch Magic: Mulch is spread on the soil to 
keep the moisture in, so the plants don’t need 
watering as often. 

 Less Work in the Garden 

 Easy-Care Plants: The plants in xeriscapes are 
usually ones that don’t need a lot of trimming or 
care. So, you don’t have to spend a lot of time 
taking care of them. 

 Weeding Woes Begone: The mulch used in 
xeriscapes also stops weeds from growing, so 
there’s less weeding to do. 

 Good for Bugs and Birds 

 Home for Wildlife: Xeriscapes use a variety of 
plants, which can be homes for different types of 
bugs and birds. This makes the garden a little 
wildlife haven. 

 Explain the project: Students will design a mini zero-scape garden to 
demonstrate how biodiversity can thrive in these environments. 

 Give students time to research native plants and species that are 
suitable for zero-scapes in your region. 

 Encourage them to consider factors like water requirements 
and local wildlife. 

 Examples in Missouri include: 

 Native Grasses: 

 Little Bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium) 

 Big Bluestem (Andropogon gerardii) 

 Indian Grass (Sorghastrum nutans) 

 Switchgrass (Panicum virgatum) 
 Native Wildflowers: 

 Purple Coneflower (Echinacea purpurea) 
 Black-Eyed Susan (Rudbeckia hirta) 
 Butterfly Weed (Asclepias tuberosa) 
 Prairie Dropseed (Sporobolus heterolepis) 

 Shrubs and Trees: 
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 Redtwig Dogwood (Cornus sericea) 
 Eastern Red Cedar (Juniperus virginiana) 
 Serviceberry (Amelanchier spp.) 
 American Beautyberry (Callicarpa americana) 

 In small groups, have students design their mini zero-scape gardens 
on paper. 

 They should consider layout, plant selection, and any 
additional elements (e.g., rocks, mulch) they want to include. 

 Provide students with materials and guidance to create their mini zero-
scape gardens.  Encourage them to follow their designs  

 Choose Your Container: 

 Select a shoebox or container with a lid that has drainage 
holes or can be easily modified to have them. 

 Prepare the Container: 

 If your container doesn't have drainage holes, create a few by 
drilling or poking holes in the bottom. 

 Place a layer of gravel or small stones at the bottom of the 
container. This will help with drainage. 

 Fill with Potting Mix: 

 Fill the container with well-draining potting mix, leaving about 
an inch or so of space from the top. 

 Select Drought-Tolerant Plants: 

 Choose small drought-tolerant plants suitable for container 
gardening. Succulents and small ornamental grasses are 
excellent choices. 

 Plan your layout in the container, considering the size and 
growth habit of each plant. 

 Plant Your Garden: 

 Gently remove the plants from their nursery pots and plant 
them in the container, making sure they have enough space to 
grow. 

 Add more potting mix around the plants as needed to secure 
them in place. 

 Rock Mulch: 

 After planting your drought-tolerant plants in the container, 
you can cover the surface of the soil with a layer of small rocks 
or gravel. This acts as a mulch, helping to retain moisture, 
suppress weeds, and regulate soil temperature. 

 Rock Pathway or Design: 
 Arrange rocks or small stones to create a pathway or a 

decorative design within your mini xeriscape garden. This can 
add visual interest and mimic the appearance of a natural 
desert landscape. 

 Rock Borders: 
 Create a border around the edge of the container using larger 
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rocks or decorative stones. This not only enhances the 
aesthetics but also helps define the boundaries of your 
xeriscape garden 

 Rock Features: 
 If you have space, consider adding a rock feature such as a 
small rock mound or a rock garden element within the container. 
You can use different sizes and types of rocks to create interest. 

 Incorporate Decorative Rocks: 
 Use decorative rocks or colorful stones as accents within the 
container. These can be placed strategically among the plants to 
create focal points. 

 Water Sparingly: 

 Water your mini xeriscape garden lightly after planting to 
settle the soil. 

 Going forward, water sparingly. Use a spray bottle or a small 
watering can with a fine nozzle to avoid overwatering. Allow 
the soil to dry out between watering. 

 Maintain and Enjoy: 

 Place your shoebox xeriscape garden in a sunny spot where it 
can receive adequate sunlight. 

 Prune or trim the plants as needed to maintain their shape 
and size. 

 Enjoy your mini xeriscape garden in a container, and watch it 
thrive with minimal maintenance. 

 Creating a mini xeriscape garden in a shoebox is a creative and space
-saving way to enjoy the beauty of drought-tolerant plants while 
conserving water. It's also a great project for indoor or small-space 
gardening. 

 Have each group present their mini zero-scape gardens to the class. 

 Students should explain their plant choices and how their gardens promote 
biodiversity. 

 Reflect on the project and discuss the challenges and successes of 
creating mini zero-scapes. 

 Describe the challenges you encountered during the creation 
of your mini zero-scape garden. How did you overcome them? 

 Discuss the plant selection process. Why is it important to 
choose drought-tolerant and native plants for a zero-scape 
garden 

 Reflect on the use of rocks and mulch in your mini zero-scape 
garden. How did these elements contribute to the overall 
design and functionality? 

 Did you incorporate any sustainable landscaping practices, 
such as rainwater harvesting or composting, into your project? 
If so, how did these practices benefit your garden? 

 What role does biodiversity play in a zero-scape garden, and 
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how did you promote biodiversity in your mini garden? 

 Share your thoughts on the long-term maintenance and care 
of your mini zero-scape garden. How does it compare to 
traditional gardens in terms of water usage and maintenance? 

 Discuss the aesthetic appeal of your mini zero-scape garden. 
How did you balance the desire for a beautiful garden with 
the principles of water conservation and sustainability? 

 Consider the broader environmental impact of zero-scape 
gardening. How does your project contribute to local ecology 
and the conservation of natural resources? 

 What advice would you give to others interested in creating 
their own mini zero-scape gardens? 

 Reflect on the educational and awareness-building aspect of 
your project. How can projects like this inspire others to adopt 
sustainable landscaping practices? 

 How does your mini zero-scape garden align with your 
personal values and environmental responsibility? 
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Pollinator Observation Data Collection Sheet 

Date: ________________________________________________________________________________ 

Location: ___________________________________________________________________________ 

Group Name: ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Instructions: 

 Spend a few minutes quietly observing the lawn area. 

 Identify and record the types of pollinators you see (e.g., bees, butterflies, other 

insects). 

 Estimate and record the number of each type of pollinator you observe. 

 If you're unsure about the identity of a pollinator, you can use field guides or 

resources provided. 

 

 

 

 

 

Use this space to make any additional observations or notes about the behavior of the 

pollinators or the plants they are visiting.  
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Sod and Water Retention Experiment Data Collection Sheet 

Group Name: ___________________________________________________________________________ 

Date: ____________________ 

 

Instructions: 

Lay your sod sample on the provided container. 

Simulate rainfall by pouring 500 milliliters (mL) of water evenly over the sod. 

Observe and measure the amount of water runoff from your sod sample. 

 

 

 

 

Notes and Observations: 

Use this space to make any additional observations or notes about the experiment, 

such as changes in sod appearance or water flow patterns. 
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Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability 

 

Welcome to our unit on "Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability," where we 
delve into the intricate relationship between public involvement and the enduring 
practices that support our green environment. This unit will unpack the multilayered 
aspects of how communities interact with sustainability initiatives, and how their 
perceptions and communications shape the very fabric of environmental action. 

We commence with an exploration of "Public Perception and Participation in Plant 
Sustainability Initiatives." Here, we'll discover the powerful influence of community 
opinions on the success of environmental programs. We'll learn to capture the pulse 
of the public through various feedback mechanisms, understanding how these 
insights can guide effective policy-making and project execution. Through interactive 
discussions and case studies, we'll witness the transformative power of collective 
opinion in driving sustainable change. 

Progressing to "Rhetoric in Environmental Advocacy," our journey takes a linguistic 
turn. The art of persuasion is pivotal in rallying support for sustainability, and we will 
dissect the rhetoric that permeates environmental discourse. By analyzing the 
persuasive techniques employed by advocates and policymakers, we'll refine our 
understanding of how arguments are constructed and conveyed. Students will not 
only critique but also craft compelling messages that resonate with diverse audiences, 
wielding words as tools for advocacy. 

Finally, we anchor our learning in evidence with "Empirical Research Methods in Plant 
Sustainability." This segment equips us with the scientific rigor needed to validate the 
effectiveness of sustainability practices. We'll dive into empirical research design, 
allowing students to undertake their own investigations into plant sustainability 
interventions. Through this hands-on approach, we'll hone our abilities to scrutinize 
and interpret empirical data, culminating in a deeper appreciation of how empirical 
evidence underpins sound environmental strategies. 

By unit's end, students will emerge with a holistic perspective on community 

engagement in plant sustainability, empowered to participate in and influence the 

dialogue and action towards a more sustainable future. Join us as we embark on this 

enlightening journey, marrying theory with practice, to cultivate a greener world 

through community collaboration. 
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Sustainability and Services 
Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability—Public Perception and Participation 
 
Public Perception and Participation: Educator Background Information 
 
In this unit, we will explore the intricate relationship between public perception and 
participation in environmental conservation initiatives. Understanding how community 
opinions influence the success of such programs is essential for fostering positive 
change in our world. To prepare ourselves for the topics ahead, let's delve into the 
fascinating world of public perception and its significance in the context of plant 
sustainability. 
 
Public perception plays a pivotal role in shaping the fate of environmental programs 
and initiatives. How people perceive a particular plant species, ecosystem, or 
sustainability project can determine its level of support, funding, and long-term 
success. Public opinion often acts as a driving force behind policy-making and project 
execution in the realm of plant sustainability. 
 
One remarkable example that highlights the profound impact of public perception on 
environmental conservation is the story of Marjory Stoneman Douglas. While her work 
primarily focused on the preservation of the Everglades National Park in southern 
Florida, her journey offers valuable insights into the broader concept of public 
perception. 
 
Everglades National Park, now recognized as a unique and vital ecosystem, consists 
predominantly of flooded wetlands teeming with diverse wildlife, including insects, 
amphibians, alligators, and snakes. Its slow-moving waters harbor a rich array of 
microorganisms, contributing to its remarkable biodiversity. However, to the untrained 
eye, the Everglades may appear as a daunting and inhospitable swamp, filled with 
challenges and uncertainties. 
 
The Everglades faced numerous hurdles throughout history, including its involvement 
in the Seminole Wars, where white settlers encountered difficulties chasing after a 
guerilla force through the challenging terrain. Overcoming the initial negative 
perceptions of the Everglades was a significant challenge for advocates who 
recognized its ecological importance. 
 
One of the key figures in changing the public's perception of the Everglades was 
Marjory Stoneman Douglas. Marjory was not only a passionate environmentalist but 
also a suffragist and a founding member of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). 
Her career in journalism, which included roles as a society reporter and an editorial 
page columnist for the Miami Herald, provided her with the platform to advocate for 
environmental preservation. 
 
Marjory Stoneman Douglas's tireless efforts to protect the Everglades extended from 
the 1920s until her passing in 1998. She faced formidable opposition, including 
challenges from the Florida sugar industry, the Army Corps of Engineers, and elements 
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within the Nixon administration, even after the Everglades had been officially 
designated as a national park in 1934. 
 
Marjory's most influential contribution was her 1947 book, "The Everglades: River of 
Grass." This groundbreaking work transformed public perception of the Everglades. 
Instead of portraying it as a stagnant swamp, Marjory depicted the Everglades as a 
dynamic river ecosystem brimming with life. Her ability to reshape public opinion 
through her writing was instrumental in garnering support for the preservation and 
protection of this unique natural wonder. 
 
Marjory Stoneman Douglas's story serves as a powerful illustration of how an 
individual's dedication and persuasive communication can shift public perception and 
drive sustainable change. Her legacy extends beyond the Everglades, inspiring us to 
explore the broader implications of public perception and participation in plant 
sustainability initiatives. 
 
In the upcoming lessons, we will delve deeper into the concepts of public perception, 
feedback mechanisms, and effective policy-making. By examining various case studies 
and engaging in interactive discussions, we will gain a comprehensive understanding of 
how collective opinion can shape the success of plant sustainability initiatives, both 
locally and globally. As we embark on this educational journey, we are equipped with 
the knowledge that public perception is a potent force that can be harnessed to protect 
and sustain the diverse plant ecosystems on our planet. 
 
Real World Connections/Careers 
There are various careers related to the study of public perception and other relevant 
topics, including Environmental Communication Specialist, Public Relations Specialist, 
Environmental Educator, Environmental Policy Analyst, Community Outreach 
Coordinator, Social Scientist, Market Research Analyst, Environmental Journalist, Policy 
Advocate, and Nonprofit Program Manager.  
 
Unit Objectives: 
By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
 Develop an awareness of the critical role public perception plays in shaping the 

success of plant sustainability initiatives. 
 Analyze various feedback mechanisms that enable the understanding of public 

perceptions in the context of environmental programs. 
 Evaluate how public perceptions influence the creation and implementation of 

policies related to plant sustainability 
 Apply insights gained from case studies to real-world scenarios, demonstrating an 

understanding of the impact of public perception on driving sustainable change.  
 
 
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS): 
 
 LS2.C: Ecosystem Dynamics, Functioning, and Resilience: This standard focuses on 

understanding the roles of plants in ecosystems, how they affect the environment, 
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and how their conservation impacts ecosystem stability. 
 
 LS4.D: Biodiversity and Humans: This standard explores the interdependence 

between plant biodiversity, human actions, and sustainability. 
 
 ESS3.C: Human Impacts on Earth Systems: This standard addresses the human 

impact on ecosystems and the environment, including the role of public perception 
and participation in mitigating these impacts. 

 
Vocabulary 
Perception: The way in which something is understood, interpreted, or perceived by 
individuals or a group of people. 
Sustainability: The capacity to maintain or support something over the long term, often 
referring to environmental practices that ensure the well-being of the planet and its 
resources. 
Feedback Mechanism: A process by which information or signals about the status of a 
system are returned to influence or regulate the system's further functioning. 
Policy-Making: The process of creating and implementing rules, regulations, and 
guidelines by governments or organizations to address specific issues or problems. 
Project Execution: The act of carrying out and implementing a specific plan or project to 
achieve predefined goals and objectives. 
Collective Opinion: The combined views, beliefs, or sentiments of a group of people or a 
community, often influencing decision-making and actions. 
Advocacy: Active support or promotion of a cause, idea, or policy to influence public 
opinion and bring about change. 
Conservation: The protection, preservation, and sustainable use of natural resources, 
including plants, to maintain biodiversity and ecological balance. 
Public Engagement: The involvement of individuals, communities, or the public in 
discussions, activities, or initiatives related to specific issues or projects. 
Environmental Impact: The effect of human activities or natural events on the 
environment, including plants, animals, ecosystems, and resources. 
Policy Advocate: Someone who actively supports and promotes specific policies, often 
representing an organization or interest group. 
Stakeholder: An individual or group with a vested interest in or concern about a 
particular issue, project, or policy. 
 Biodiversity: The variety of life forms, including different species of plants and 
animals, within a specific ecosystem or on Earth as a whole. 
 Ecosystem: A complex, interconnected community of living organisms (plants, 
animals, and microorganisms) and their physical environment. 
 Sustainable Agriculture: Farming practices that aim to produce food while 
minimizing the negative impact on the environment, enhancing biodiversity, and 
ensuring long-term sustainability. 
 Public Perception Survey: A structured data collection method used to gather 
opinions, attitudes, and beliefs of the public regarding specific topics or issues. 
 Environmental Ethics: A branch of philosophy that examines moral principles and 
values concerning the environment, plants, and animals, guiding human behavior and 
decisions. 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



221 

 
Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability 

 
P

u
b

li
c 

P
e
rc

e
p

ti
o

n
 a

n
d

 

P
a
rt

ic
ip

a
ti

o
n

  

Innovation: The introduction of new ideas, methods, or technologies that can lead to 
improvements in farming practices and sustainability. 
Stewardship: The responsible management and care of resources, such as plants and 
the environment, to ensure their long-term health and viability. 
Climate Change: Long-term changes in temperature, weather patterns, and atmospheric 
conditions that can have significant effects on plant ecosystems and sustainability. 
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Public Perception and Participation —(engage) 

 

 Begin the lesson by setting the stage for the importance of understanding public 

perception in the context of environmental policies and conservation.  

 Emphasize that the way people perceive and value nature, including plants 

and ecosystems, can significantly impact the decisions made by governments, 

organizations, and communities regarding conservation initiatives. 

 Discussion Points: 

 The Role of Public Perception: Explain that public perception 

refers to how individuals or groups of people view and interpret 

various aspects of the environment. These aspects can include 

specific species, ecosystems, and broader environmental issues. 

 Impact on Policies: Discuss how public perception plays a 

pivotal role in shaping environmental policies and regulations. 

Governments often consider public opinions when making 

decisions about land use, conservation priorities, and resource 

management. 

 Conservation Efforts: Highlight that understanding public 

opinions is essential for conservation efforts. Advocates and 

organizations need to engage with the public effectively to 

garner support for projects, raise awareness about endangered 

species, and promote sustainable practices. 

 Share the unit objectives with students, emphasizing the goal of 

understanding how public opinions influence sustainability initiatives. 

 After discussing the unit objectives and emphasizing the importance of 

understanding public opinions in shaping sustainability initiatives, transition 

to the next phase of the lesson by introducing the surveys.  

 Explain that the surveys are practical tools that will allow students to 

explore and gather insights into public perceptions and opinions on 

various environmental topics.  

  Explain the survey topics and objectives to the students. Discuss the 

relevance of each question and how it relates to plant sustainability and 

conservation. 

 Each survey instrument serves a specific purpose within the unit, 

contributing to the overall objective of helping students understand 

how public opinions influence sustainability initiatives and 

environmental policies. These surveys also provide a practical 

opportunity for students to engage with the concepts and themes 

explored in the unit.  

 Here are the objectives for each of the survey instruments: 
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 Survey Form 1: Species Perceptions 

 Objective: To gauge public perception of different plant 

and animal species, considering both personal 

preferences and the impact of factual information on 

opinions. This survey aims to understand how 

individuals rank and perceive specific species and 

whether their opinions change when presented with 

ecological facts. 

 Survey Form 2: Ecosystem Perceptions 

 Objective: To assess public perceptions of various 

ecosystems and their unique characteristics. This survey 

aims to determine how individuals rank different 

ecosystems and whether their rankings are influenced 

by additional information about the ecosystems. 

 Survey Form 3: Conservation Priorities 

 Objective: To understand individuals' conservation 

priorities and decision-making processes. This survey 

aims to explore whether participants prioritize species 

conservation based on factors such as perceived 

vulnerability or cuteness and to what extent these 

factors influence their decisions. 

 Survey Form 4: Plant Perception 

 Objective: To gather insights into public perception of 

specific plant species. This survey aims to assess 

whether participants would choose to plant or avoid 

planting certain plant species based on provided 

information about their characteristics. 

 Survey Form 5: Environmental Engagement 

 Objective: To determine individuals' willingness to 

engage in environmental activities and their priorities 

regarding environmental issues. This survey aims to 

identify which environmental activities individuals are 

most inclined to volunteer for and which environmental 

issues they consider most important. 

 Survey Form 6: Reflection on Survey Results 

 Objective: To encourage participants to reflect on the 

survey results and consider the impact of public 

perception on conservation efforts. This survey aims to 

prompt students to critically analyze the survey findings, 

question the influence of popularity and importance on 
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conservation priorities, and reflect on the role of public 

opinion in environmental advocacy. 

 It's time to put our knowledge into action by actively engaging with 

public perceptions. We will accomplish this through a series of 

surveys that will enable us to gather valuable insights.  

 We will begin our survey activity, designed to capture real-

world data on how individuals perceive various aspects of the 

environment. These surveys are a window into the thoughts 

and opinions of the wider community. 

 The purpose of these surveys is to bridge the gap 

between theory and practice. By collecting data on how 

people view plants, animals, ecosystems, and 

conservation priorities, we can better understand the 

real-world impact of public perception. 

 You will have the opportunity to choose from several survey 

forms, each focusing on different aspects of public perception, 

such as species, ecosystems, conservation, and more. This 

allows you to explore the areas that interest you the most. 

 The range of survey forms available reflects the diversity 

of topics we will discuss in this unit. You can select the 

surveys that align with your interests and curiosity. 

 Before you begin, we'll provide clear instructions on how to 

complete the selected survey forms. It's essential to follow 

these instructions to ensure the accuracy and reliability of our 

data. 

 We encourage you to be thoughtful and honest in your 

responses. Your input will contribute to a 

comprehensive understanding of how public perception 

shapes our environmental decisions. 

 After completing the surveys, we will engage in group 

discussions to analyze the data collectively. This collaborative 

effort will help us uncover trends and insights within the survey 

responses. 

 Keep in mind that this activity is not just about filling 

out forms. It's about actively participating in the 

exploration of public perception and its role in shaping 

sustainability initiatives. 

 As we embark on this survey activity, remember our 

overarching goal: to gain insights into how public 

opinions influence sustainability initiatives. Your 
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contributions are an integral part of this exploration. 

 approach this activity with enthusiasm and curiosity. The 

data we collect and the discussions we have will deepen 

our understanding of the power of public perception in 

shaping the world around us. 

 Present the survey forms to students, either in physical copies or digitally, 

and walk them through the questions. 

Survey Form 1: Species Perceptions 

Thank you for participating in our survey on species perceptions and conservation.  

Please take a moment to rank the following species from most to least favorite, and 

share your thoughts on their impact. 

 

Are you more likely to favor conservation efforts for a species if it is a key part of a 

specific ecosystem? 

 Yes 

 No 

 Not sure 

 

Rank the following species from most to least favorite: 

 Diamondback rattlesnake 

 Opossum 

 Rabbit 

 Spotted hawk moth 

 

Diamondback rattlesnakes have been shown to drastically reduce seed predation by 

rodents in western prairies, allowing greater germination and cover by native grasses 

and flowers. Does this positively or negatively impact your opinion of Diamondback 

rattlesnakes? 

 Positively 

 Negatively 

 No change 

 

Opossums have been determined to be functionally immune to Lyme disease and 

rabies. They are also major predators of ticks, chiggers, and other pest insects. Does 

this positively or negatively impact your opinion of opossums? 

 Positively 

 Negatively 

 No change 

 

Rabbits have herbivore digestive systems similar to cattle but lack the rumen or 
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"second stomach" present in cows. To compensate for this, they will re-ingest their 

own manure to gain further nutrition from it. Does this positively or negatively impact 

your opinion of rabbits? 

 Positively 

 Negatively 

 No change 

 

Spotted hawk moths hatch as caterpillars known as the tomato hornworm, a significant 

pest on tomato plants. Does this positively or negatively impact your opinion of 

spotted hawk moths? 

 Positively 

 Negatively 

 No change 

 

Influence of Media: Do you think media portrayal of certain species (e.g., in movies or 

documentaries) affects public perception? 

 Yes 

 No 

 Not sure 

 

Species Knowledge: How knowledgeable do you feel about the species you ranked? 

 Very knowledgeable 

 Somewhat knowledgeable 

 Not very knowledgeable 

 Not knowledgeable at all 

 

Additional Species: Is there a specific species not mentioned in the survey that you 

believe deserves more attention in conservation efforts? If yes, please specify. 

 

 

Please rank the listed species from most to least favorite again if your preferences have 

changed. 

 

Survey Form 2: Ecosystem Perceptions 

Thank you for participating in our survey on ecosystem perceptions and conservation. 

Please take a moment to rank the following ecosystems and consider their unique 

characteristics. 

 

Rank the following ecosystems from most to least favorite for each list given: 

 Wetland 
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 Prairie 

 Rainforest 

 Desert 

 

Does knowing that prairies are prone to intense fires affect your ranking? Please note 

any revision you wish to make. 

 Yes, it affects my ranking. 

 No, it does not affect my ranking. 

 

Rank the following ecosystems from most to least favorite: 

 Marsh 

 Rainforest 

 Desert 

 Prairie 

 

Does knowing that freshwater marshes help to maintain clean water affect your 

ranking? Please note any revisions you wish to make. 

 Yes, it affects my ranking. 

 No, it does not affect my ranking. 

 

Rank the following ecosystems from most to least favorite: 

 Jungle 

 Wetland 

 Prairie 

 Desert 

 

Does knowing that "Jungle" refers to the outer edge or "brush" of a tropical rainforest 

affect your ranking? Please note revisions. 

 Yes, it affects my ranking. 

 No, it does not affect my ranking. 

 

Rank the following ecosystems from most to least favorite: 

 Wetland 

 Savannah 

 Rainforest 

 Desert 

 

Does knowing that plants and animals which live in the desert are often found 

nowhere else affect your ranking? Please note revisions. 

 Yes, it affects my ranking. 
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 No, it does not affect my ranking. 

 

Ecosystem Knowledge: How familiar are you with the ecosystems listed in the survey? 

 Very familiar 

 Somewhat familiar 

 Not very familiar 

 Not familiar at all 

 

Ecosystem Benefits: Are you aware of the ecological benefits provided by the 

ecosystems listed? 

 Yes 

 No 

 Partially 

 

Ecosystem Experience: Have you ever visited or spent time in any of the ecosystems 

listed? If yes, please share your experience. 

 

 

Survey Form 3: Conservation Priorities 

Thank you for participating in our survey on conservation priorities.  

Please take a moment to consider your preferences and values regarding species 

conservation. 

 

How important do you consider the conservation of entire ecosystems compared to 

individual species? 

 Very important 

 Somewhat important 

 Not very important 

 Not important at all 

 

Great pandas are bamboo specialists which have declined in numbers due to habitat 

loss, and they have a miserable reproductive rate, limiting the success of captive 

breeding programs. Burying beetles are carrion specialists which have declined in 

numbers due to habitat loss. Being insects, they reproduce like crazy, so captive 

breeding programs are highly successful. Should conservation organizations: 

 Prioritize conservation of the pandas because their future is in greater doubt. 

 Prioritize burying beetles because their future will be assured with human help. 

 Split the funding to help each species, but not as much as if either species received 

the full investment. 
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On a scale of 1-10, how much of your decision regarding Pandas and burying beetles 

was based on cuteness? 

(Scale: 1 - Not at all based on cuteness, 10 - Completely based on cuteness) 

 

Motivations for Conservation: What motivates you more in supporting conservation 

efforts? 

 Concern for species' survival 

 Biodiversity preservation 

 Personal affinity for specific species 

 Scientific interest 

 Other (please specify) 

 

Prior Conservation Involvement: Have you been involved in any conservation activities 

or initiatives in the past? If yes, please describe your experience. 

 

Suggestions for Conservation: If you could suggest one conservation action for a 

species or ecosystem, what would it b 

 

 

Survey Form 4: Plant Perception 

Introduction: Thank you for participating in our survey on plant perception.  

 

Are you more inclined to plant native plant species that support local ecosystems? 

 Yes 

 No 

 Not sure  

 

Please take a moment to consider your opinions on specific plant species. 

Bradford pears are a popular hybrid in neighborhoods as ornamentals. However, 

without a specific pruning treatment applied early in their growth, they branch low, 

creating dense stands prone to storm damage. The fruit is too small and hard to be 

edible to humans but is spread throughout the wild by birds in late winter. The 

attractive-looking flowers produce a tuna-smelling perfume that spreads through the 

neighborhood and may attract insects. Based on this information, would you: 

 Plant Bradford pears for the look of well-maintained trees. 

  Not plant Bradford pears due to issues caused by "feral" trees. 

 Not plant them due to the odor. 

 Not plant them due to the fruit quality. 

 

Persimmon trees are native and grow well in open areas such as fields and lawns. The 
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fruit is edible to humans and sweet, but only after the first major frost of autumn. In 

addition, the fruit is soft and tacky, sticking to sidewalks, shoes, and tires. The flowers 

produce a rotten-smelling perfume that attracts small flies but is dispersed in open air. 

Based on this information, would you: 

 Plant Persimmons for the quality of fruit. 

 Not plant Persimmons due to mess caused by fallen fruit. 

 Not plant them due to the odor. 

  Not plant them due to their being wild plants. 

 

Regarding Persimmons vs. Bradford pears as neighborhood trees, were your 

preferences overall based more upon a desire to avoid unwanted characteristics or to 

benefit from desirable characteristics? 

 Avoiding unwanted characteristics. 

 Benefiting from desirable characteristics. 

 

Gardening Experience: Do you have experience with gardening or landscaping? 

 Yes 

 No 

 

Factors Influencing Plant Selection: What factors would influence your decision to plant 

a specific species in your garden or yard? (e.g., aesthetics, wildlife support, low 

maintenance) 

 

Plant Species Preference: Are there any specific plant species you believe are 

underrated or underutilized in landscaping? If yes, please specify. 

 

 

Survey Form 5: Environmental Engagement 

Thank you for participating in our survey on environmental engagement.  

Please take a moment to rank your willingness to volunteer for various activities and 

prioritize important environmental issues. 

 

Would you actively participate in projects aimed at preserving or restoring local 

ecosystems? 

 Yes 

 No 

 Maybe 

 Not sure 

 

Please rank the following activities from those you would be most likely to volunteer 
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for to those you would be least likely to volunteer for: 

 Culling invasive plants and planting native flowers/fruits in a local park 

 Gathering signatures on a petition to federally regulate air pollution 

 Cleaning litter from a creek 

 Boycott Nestle chocolate products 

 

Please rank the following issues from most to least important: 

 Preserving biodiversity 

 Climate change 

 Oceanic plastic pollution 

 Environmental justice 

 

Motivation for Environmental Engagement: What motivates you more in participating 

in environmental activities? 

 Personal passion for nature 

 Concern for future generations 

 Desire for a healthier environment 

 Social or community involvement 

 Other (please specify) 

 

Barriers to Engagement: Are there any barriers that prevent you from engaging in 

environmental activities? If yes, please describe. 

 

Suggestions for Environmental Initiatives: If you could propose an environmental 

initiative for your community, what would it be? 

 

 

 

 Encourage students to brainstorm additional questions or modifications to 

improve the survey's effectiveness. 

 Divide the class into small groups, ideally with 3-5 students in each 

group. You can form the groups based on students' interests, or you 

may assign them randomly. 

 Assign each group a specific ecosystem from Survey Form 2: 

Ecosystem Perceptions. Ensure that each ecosystem is covered 

by at least one group. 

 Data Compilation and Organization: 

 Instruct each group to gather the survey forms related to the 

assigned ecosystem. These forms may contain responses from 

their peers, providing valuable data. 
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 Data Entry: Provide students with access to spreadsheet software (e.g., 

Microsoft Excel, Google Sheets) and guide them on how to enter the 

data systematically. Each group should create a separate spreadsheet 

for their assigned ecosystem. 

 Organizing Data: Students should organize the data by 

categories, including responses to questions such as familiarity 

with the ecosystem, awareness of benefits, and personal 

experiences. Encourage them to use clear column headings 

and labels. 

 Survey Form 1: Species Perceptions 

 Category: Species Ranking 

 Includes questions related to ranking 

different species from most to least 

favorite. 

 Category: Species Knowledge 

 Covers questions about how 

knowledgeable respondents feel about the 

species they ranked. 

 Category: Additional Species 

 Addresses questions about whether 

respondents believe other species deserve 

conservation attention. 

 Survey Form 2: Ecosystem Perceptions 

 Category: Ecosystem Familiarity 

 Contains questions about how familiar 

respondents are with the ecosystems 

listed in the survey. 

 Category: Awareness of Benefits 

 Encompasses questions regarding whether 

respondents are aware of the ecological 

benefits provided by the ecosystems. 

 Category: Ecosystem Experience 

 Includes questions about whether 

respondents have visited or spent time in 

the listed ecosystems. 

 Survey Form 3: Conservation Priorities 

 Category: Motivations for Conservation 

 Focuses on questions related to what 

motivates respondents to support 

conservation efforts. 
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 Category: Prior Conservation Involvement 

 Deals with questions about whether 

respondents have been involved in 

conservation activities in the past. 

 Category: Suggestions for Conservation 

 Covers questions where respondents 

propose conservation actions for species 

or ecosystems. 

 Survey Form 4: Plant Perception 

 Category: Gardening Experience 

 Addresses questions about respondents' 

experience with gardening or landscaping. 

 Category: Factors Influencing Plant Selection 

 Encompasses questions regarding the 

factors that influence respondents' 

decisions to plant specific plant species. 

 Category: Plant Species Preference 

 Contains questions about whether 

respondents believe certain plant species 

are underrated in landscaping. 

 Survey Form 5: Environmental Engagement 

 Category: Motivation for Environmental 

Engagement 

 Focuses on questions related to what 

motivates respondents to engage in 

environmental activities. 

 Category: Barriers to Engagement 

 Addresses questions about any barriers 

that prevent respondents from 

participating in environmental activities. 

 Category: Suggestions for Environmental 

Initiatives 

 Encompasses questions where 

respondents propose environmental 

initiatives for their community. 

 Creating Charts and Summarizing Responses: 

 Chart Creation: Once the data is entered and organized, instruct 

students to create visual representations of the data. Charts such as 

bar graphs, pie charts, and histograms can effectively summarize the 

responses. Students should choose the type of chart that best 
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illustrates the data for each question. 

 After creating the charts, guide students in analyzing the data. 

 Encourage them to look for trends, patterns, and differences in 

responses among their peers. 

  Each group should prepare a summary or brief report that highlights 

key findings from their data analysis. T 

 These summaries should include insights into how their peers 

perceive the assigned ecosystem based on the survey 

responses. 

 Allocate time for each group to present their findings to the 

class. During these presentations, students can showcase their 

charts, share notable observations, and discuss any interesting 

patterns or variations in responses. 

  After all groups have presented, facilitate a class discussion to 

compare and contrast perceptions of different ecosystems. Encourage 

students to explore reasons for varying perceptions and consider how 

public opinion can influence conservation efforts. 

 Comparing Ecosystem Perceptions: 

 What were some common themes or trends that 

emerged from the group presentations about different 

ecosystems? 

 Were there any surprising differences in how our peers 

perceive various ecosystems? If so, what stood out to 

you? 

 How did familiarity with an ecosystem seem to influence 

respondents' perceptions? Did those who were more 

familiar with an ecosystem have different opinions 

compared to those less familiar? 

 Did the awareness of benefits associated with an 

ecosystem play a significant role in how it was 

perceived? Can you give examples? 

 Factors Shaping Perceptions: 

 What factors beyond personal experience and 

awareness of benefits do you think shape public 

perceptions of ecosystems? 

 To what extent do media, education, and cultural factors 

influence the way people view ecosystems? 

 Do you believe that personal values and environmental 

philosophies play a role in how people perceive and 

prioritize ecosystems? 
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 Influence on Conservation Efforts: 

 How might varying public perceptions of ecosystems 

impact conservation efforts? Are some ecosystems more 

likely to receive conservation support than others? 

 Do you think public opinion has the power to influence 

government policies and funding for the conservation 

of certain ecosystems? Why or why not? 

 Consider the concept of charismatic megafauna, where 

larger and more visually appealing species tend to 

receive more conservation attention. How can this 

influence our conservation priorities, and is it a fair 

approach? 

 Promoting Conservation and Public Engagement: 

 Based on the survey data and discussions, how can 

advocates for less popular or less visible ecosystems 

promote their proper management and conservation? 

 What role do education and awareness campaigns play 

in changing public perceptions and fostering 

engagement in ecosystem conservation? 

 How can community involvement and local initiatives be 

leveraged to influence public opinions and conservation 

efforts at a grassroots level? 

 

Public Perception and Participation —(explore) 

 Begin the lesson by discussing the importance of using credible and reliable 

sources to back up scientific findings. 

 Ask students a series of thought-provoking questions to engage their critical 

thinking and initiate a class discussion: 

 Why is it important for scientists to use credible sources when conducting 

research? 

 What are some potential consequences of using unreliable or biased sources 

in scientific investigations? 

 How does the use of credible sources contribute to the credibility of 

scientific findings? 

 Can you think of examples where misinformation or biased information has 

negatively impacted scientific understanding or public perception of 

environmental issues? 

 Remind students about the surveys they conducted in the previous lesson 

and the data they collected about species and ecosystems. 

 Encourage students to share their thoughts and opinions on the 
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importance of credible sources in science  

 Highlight the following key points during the discussion: 

 Credible sources provide accurate and trustworthy information, 

which is essential for scientific research. 

 Using unreliable or biased sources can lead to inaccurate 

conclusions and misguided actions. 

 Scientific credibility relies on the transparency of sources, 

methods, and evidence. 

 Misinformation can harm public perception and decision-

making related to environmental issues. 

 Share real-world examples or case studies where the use of credible sources 

had a significant impact on environmental decisions or policies  

 Bald Eagle Recovery (United States): 

 Case Study: In the mid-20th century, the bald eagle population 

in the United States faced a severe decline due to hunting, 

habitat loss, and the widespread use of the pesticide DDT. 

 Impact of Credible Sources: Credible scientific research and 

data provided evidence of the bald eagle's declining numbers 

and the harmful effects of DDT on bird populations. This 

information led to the banning of DDT and the implementation 

of conservation efforts, such as the Bald Eagle Protection Act. 

As a result, the bald eagle made a remarkable recovery and 

was removed from the Endangered Species List in 2007. 

 Montreal Protocol (Global): 

 Case Study: The Montreal Protocol is an international treaty 

aimed at phasing out the production and use of ozone-

depleting substances, such as chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs). 

 Impact of Credible Sources: Credible scientific research and 

assessments, including reports from organizations like the 

World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and the United 

Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), provided compelling 

evidence of the ozone layer's depletion and the connection to 

CFCs. This led to the adoption of the Montreal Protocol in 

1987, which has successfully reduced the use of ozone-

depleting substances and contributed to the recovery of the 

ozone layer. 

 Cuyahoga River Fire (United States): 

 Case Study: In 1969, the Cuyahoga River in Ohio caught fire 

due to pollution and industrial waste. 

 Impact of Credible Sources: Media coverage of the river fire, 
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supported by credible reports and studies, shocked the nation 

and drew attention to the state of environmental degradation. 

This event played a pivotal role in the creation of the 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the passage of 

environmental laws like the Clean Water Act. It marked a 

turning point in the U.S. environmental movement. 

 Aldo Leopold and the Wilderness Society (United States): 

 Case Study: Aldo Leopold, a renowned ecologist and author, 

played a significant role in the conservation of wilderness areas 

in the United States. 

 Impact of Credible Sources: Leopold's research, writing, and 

advocacy, supported by scientific evidence and firsthand 

observations, contributed to the establishment of the 

Wilderness Act in 1964. This legislation protected vast areas of 

pristine wilderness for future generations. 

 Reintroduction of Wolves to Yellowstone National Park (United 

States): 

 Case Study: In the mid-1990s, gray wolves were reintroduced 

to Yellowstone National Park after being extirpated from the 

region in the early 20th century. 

 Impact of Credible Sources: Credible research, including 

ecological studies and simulations, provided evidence of the 

ecological importance of wolves in maintaining healthy 

ecosystems. This scientific support influenced the decision to 

reintroduce wolves to Yellowstone, which has since resulted in 

positive ecological changes, including the regeneration of 

vegetation and improvements in overall biodiversity. 

 These case studies illustrate how credible sources, including scientific 

research, played pivotal roles in shaping environmental decisions, policies, 

and conservation efforts.  

 Sharing these examples with middle school students can help them 

understand the impact of credible information on environmental 

actions and inspire them to engage in evidence-based environmental 

advocacy 

 Explain that today, students will explore various resources to support and 

expand upon their survey findings. 

 Distribute aligned guiding questions (see below) to each student, 

which will help them structure their research  

 Guiding Questions for Exploration (Aligned with Survey 

Questions): 
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 What scientific journals or research papers provide information 

about the species you surveyed? 

 Can you find research or credible sources that discuss the 

ecological role of the species you surveyed? 

 Are there studies or publications that provide evidence of the 

species' impact on the environment or other species? 

 What scientific studies or data are available about the 

ecosystems you surveyed? 

 Can you find research that discusses the ecological processes 

and biodiversity within the ecosystems you surveyed? 

 Instruct students to use computers or tablets to access the internet and 

explore credible sources related to the species or ecosystems they surveyed. 

 Encourage students to explore scientific journals, conservation 

organizations' websites, government agency reports, and other 

reputable sources. 

 Emphasize the importance of critically evaluating the credibility 

of sources by looking for information from experts and 

organizations with scientific authority. 

 Explain to students that not all sources are equally 

reliable, and it's essential to determine the credibility of 

a source before using it in research. 

 Stress the following key points: 

 Credible sources are those that are written or 

produced by experts in the field or authoritative 

organizations with a strong track record of 

scientific research. 

 Reliable sources are transparent about their 

methods, sources of data, and potential biases. 

 Inaccurate or biased sources can lead to false 

conclusions and misinformed decisions. 

 Conduct a brief guided evaluation of a sample source as a class 

activity to demonstrate the process of source assessment. 

 Choose a credible source related to one of the survey 

topics. 

 Use a projector to display the source (e.g., an article 

from a scientific journal or a report from a reputable 

conservation organization). 

 Walk students through the process of evaluating the 

source using the following criteria: 

 Authorship: Who wrote the source, and what are 
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their qualifications or expertise in the field? 

 Publication Source: Where was the source 

published or produced? Is it a reputable journal, 

organization, or government agency? 

 Date: When was the source published or last 

updated? Is the information current and relevant 

to the topic? 

 Citations and References: Does the source cite 

credible research or sources to support its 

claims? 

 Objectivity: Is the source unbiased, or does it 

present information fairly, without undue 

influence from external factors? 

 Audience: Who is the intended audience of the 

source, and does it match the context of the 

research? 

 Encourage students to ask questions about the source's 

credibility and the reasons behind their assessment. 

 Teacher's Role During Exploration: 

 Circulate through the classroom to provide guidance and assistance. 

 Offer suggestions for effective search strategies and credible sources 

based on the guiding questions. 

 Effective Search Strategies: 

 Use Simple Keywords: Encourage students to start with 

simple keywords related to their survey questions or 

topics. For example, if they are researching opossums, 

they can use keywords like "opossums," "opossum 

predators," or "opossum benefits." 

 Use Kid-Friendly Search Engines: Introduce students to 

kid-friendly search engines and databases designed for 

their age group. Some examples include KidRex, Kiddle, 

and DKfindout!. 

 Include Specific Details: If the guiding questions ask 

about scientific journals or research papers, students 

can add "scientific journal" or "research paper" to their 

search queries. 

 Filter by Publication Date: Teach students how to use 

search filters to sort results by publication date, 

ensuring they find the most current information if 

needed 
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 Explore Online Encyclopedias: Encourage students to 

use online encyclopedias like Britannica Kids, National 

Geographic Kids, or World Book Online for general 

information. 

 Recommended Credible Sources: 

 National Geographic Kids: National Geographic Kids 

offers a wealth of information on various species and 

ecosystems in a kid-friendly format. It often includes 

articles, images, and videos. 

 Scholastic Science World: Scholastic's Science World 

provides articles and resources geared towards middle 

school students. It covers a wide range of scientific topics, 

including ecology and environmental science. 

 Smithsonian's National Zoo: The Smithsonian National 

Zoo website offers educational resources, articles, and 

information about animals and conservation. It's a 

reputable source for wildlife-related research. 

 RKive: ARKive is an online database of images, videos, 

and facts about endangered species from around the world. 

It's a valuable resource for studying biodiversity. 

 Kids Discover: Kids Discover is an educational platform 

that offers visually appealing articles and infographics on a 

variety of science topics, including ecosystems and species. 

 Science News for Students: This website provides age-

appropriate news articles and features on current scientific 

discoveries and environmental issues. 

 Library Databases: If your school has access to library 

databases, introduce students to age-appropriate 

databases that offer academic articles and publications 

suitable for middle school research. 

 Safe Search Tips: 

 SafeSearch Settings: Remind students to use the safe 

search settings on search engines to filter out inappropriate 

content. 

 Avoid Plagiarism: Teach students about the importance 

of paraphrasing and citing sources properly to avoid 

plagiarism. 

 Cross-Reference Information: Encourage students to 

cross-reference information from multiple sources to 

ensure accuracy. 
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 By providing these search strategies and recommending 

credible sources tailored to middle school students, you'll help 

them navigate the process of finding reliable information for their 

research effectively and safely 

 Monitor student progress and engagement, ensuring that they 

stay focused on finding reliable information. 

 After the exploration phase, it's important to bring the class together 

for a productive discussion that reinforces the significance of using 

credible sources and encourages critical thinking.  

 Begin by asking students to share the sources they found 

during their exploration. Each student can briefly describe the 

source they investigated. 

 Encourage them to highlight key insights or information they 

gained from these sources, linking them back to their survey 

questions or topics. 

 Facilitate a discussion where students can express how these 

sources contribute to their understanding of the species or 

ecosystems they surveyed. 

 Dscussion questions you can use to facilitate a conversation 

where students express how their sources contribute to their 

understanding of the species or ecosystems they surveyed:  

 What were the most valuable insights or information 

you gained from the sources you explored? 

 Encourage students to share specific details or 

facts they found in their sources that deepened their 

understanding. 

 Did any of the sources provide new perspectives or 

viewpoints on your survey topic? 

 Prompt students to consider whether the sources 

challenged their preconceived notions or offered 

alternative viewpoints. 

 How did the use of scientific evidence or expert 

opinions in these sources impact your perception of the 

species or ecosystems you surveyed? 

 Encourage students to reflect on how credible 

information influenced their understanding and 

whether it reinforced or changed their opinions. 

 Were there any surprising findings or discoveries in the 

sources that you did not expect? 

 Ask students to share if they encountered 
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unexpected information that added to the 

complexity of their survey topics. 

 Did you come across any information in your sources 

that might be relevant to conservation efforts or 

environmental awareness? 

 Discuss whether the sources highlighted 

conservation challenges, solutions, or the 

importance of preserving certain species or 

ecosystems. 

 In what ways have these sources helped you connect 

your survey findings with scientific research and 

knowledge? 

 Encourage students to describe how their 

research findings align with established scientific 

principles or contribute to ongoing scientific 

understanding. 

 Did any of the sources address the potential 

consequences of changes in the species or ecosystems you 

surveyed? 

 Explore whether the sources discussed the 

ecological, environmental, or societal impacts of 

changes related to their survey topics. 

 What questions or curiosities do you still have after 

exploring these sources, and how might you address them 

in future research? 

 Prompt students to consider what aspects of 

their survey topics require further investigation and 

what steps they might take to fill knowledge gaps. 

 Guide the discussion towards the importance of using scientific 

evidence and expert opinions to support their survey findings. 

 Ask students to reflect on how credible sources, such as 

scientific journals or information from renowned conservation 

organizations, can enhance the reliability of their research. 

 Discuss how expert opinions carry weight in scientific 

research and conservation efforts. 

 Challenge students to identify any gaps or questions 

that remain after exploring the resources.  

 What aspects of their survey topics are still 

unclear or require further investigation? 

 Encourage them to share these knowledge gaps 
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with the class, fostering a collaborative learning 

environment. 

 Prompt students to think about what additional 

research or data may be needed to address the 

identified knowledge gaps. 

 Discuss the potential avenues for further 

investigation, such as conducting surveys, 

experiments, or seeking out more specialized 

sources. 

Public Perception and Participation —(explain) 

 Students will analyze survey data and reflect on the role of popularity, visual appeal, 

and perceived importance of species and ecosystems in shaping public perception. 

  Begin the class by revisiting the purpose of conducting surveys and 

collecting data on public perception. 

 Discuss the challenges students may have faced while completing surveys  

 Response Bias: Students may have faced challenges related to 

response bias. This occurs when respondents provide answers that 

they believe are socially acceptable or expected rather than their 

genuine opinions. Discuss with students how peer pressure or the 

desire to conform to certain beliefs can affect the accuracy of survey 

responses. 

 Limited Sample Size: Depending on the number of surveys 

distributed, some students might have received a limited number of 

responses. This can make it challenging to draw statistically significant 

conclusions and might lead to concerns about representativeness. 

 Survey Fatigue: If students were asked to complete multiple surveys, 

they might have experienced survey fatigue. This can result in rushed 

or less thoughtful responses as participants become tired or 

disinterested in the process. 

 Interpreting Ambiguous Responses: Some survey questions may have 

been interpreted differently by respondents, leading to ambiguity in 

the responses. Students may have struggled with how to interpret 

and categorize such responses. 

 Difficulty in Ranking: Ranking species or ecosystems from most to 

least favorite can be challenging, especially when respondents have 

mixed feelings or limited knowledge about certain options. Students 

may have grappled with how to handle ambiguous rankings. 

 Social and Cultural Influences: Students might have realized that their 

own perceptions were influenced by cultural norms, peer opinions, or 

media portrayals. Discuss with them how societal influences can make 
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it difficult to form independent opinions. 

 Personal Bias: Some students might have recognized their own 

personal biases or preferences when completing the surveys. This 

awareness can make it challenging to remain objective and unbiased 

in data collection. 

 Data Entry Errors: If students were responsible for entering the survey 

data into spreadsheets, they might have encountered issues w 

 

 Emphasize the significance of public opinion in environmental decision-

making. 

 Emphasizing the significance of public opinion in environmental 

decision-making is crucial to helping students understand the real-

world impact of public perceptions on sustainability and conservation 

efforts. Here are some key points to emphasize: 

 Democracy and Representation: Explain that in democratic 

societies, public opinion is a fundamental aspect of decision-

making. Elected officials, policymakers, and government 

agencies often take into account the views and preferences of 

the public when shaping environmental policies. 

 Policy Formation: Describe how public opinion can directly 

influence the development of environmental policies, 

regulations, and laws. Public support or opposition can lead to 

the creation or revision of laws related to conservation, 

pollution control, land use, and more. 

 Funding Allocation: Discuss how government funding for 

environmental initiatives is often determined by public 

priorities. For instance, if the public expresses strong support 

for conserving a particular ecosystem or species, government 

agencies may allocate more resources to projects related to 

that priority. 

 Advocacy and Activism: Highlight the role of public opinion in 

driving environmental advocacy and activism. Public sentiment 

can lead to the formation of grassroots movements, protests, 

and campaigns that advocate for specific environmental 

causes. 

 Corporate and Industry Behavior: Explain that public opinion 

can also impact corporate behavior. When consumers and 

shareholders express concerns about environmental practices, 

businesses may adapt their strategies to meet public 

expectations and maintain their reputation. 
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 International Agreements: Discuss how global environmental 

agreements and treaties often involve negotiations among 

nations based on their public commitments and willingness to 

address shared environmental challenges. Public opinion in 

each country can shape its stance in international negotiations. 

 Community Engagement: Emphasize that local communities 

play a vital role in shaping environmental decisions. Public 

meetings, community input, and public hearings provide 

opportunities for residents to express their views on local 

environmental issues. 

 Media Influence: Discuss how the media, including social 

media and traditional news outlets, can amplify public opinion 

and shape environmental discourse. Media coverage can 

influence public perception and, in turn, affect decision-

makers. 

 Changing Public Opinion: Explain that public opinion is not 

static. It can evolve over time, often in response to new 

information, scientific discoveries, and changing cultural 

norms. Environmental education and awareness campaigns can 

contribute to these shifts. 

 Balancing Interests: Lastly, emphasize that environmental 

decision-making often involves balancing diverse interests, 

including economic, ecological, and social considerations. 

Public opinion can be a significant factor in finding the right 

balance. 

 Encouraging students to recognize the power of public opinion 

in environmental decision-making will help them appreciate 

the role they can play as informed citizens in shaping a more 

sustainable future. It also underscores the importance of 

informed and responsible public discourse on environmental 

issues. 

 Facilitate a class discussion where students can collectively analyze 

the data from all presented surveys. 

 General Survey Analysis: 

 What were some common trends or patterns that 

emerged across different surveys? 

 Were there any surprising findings or insights that you 

discovered when looking at the data as a whole? 

 Factors Influencing Perceptions: 

 How did factors like familiarity with a species or 
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ecosystem impact respondents' perceptions across 

surveys? 

 Can we identify any overarching factors that consistently 

influenced public perceptions in the survey responses? 

 Inconsistencies and Discrepancies: 

 Were there any inconsistencies or discrepancies in the 

survey responses that caught your attention? 

 What might explain these inconsistencies, and how do 

they relate to the challenges of collecting survey data? 

 Role of Information and Education: 

 Did any survey responses demonstrate a shift in 

perceptions after factual information was provided 

about a species or ecosystem? 

 How does this highlight the importance of education 

and awareness in influencing public opinion? 

 Visual Appeal and Popularity: 

 In the context of species perceptions, did you notice any 

trends related to the visual appeal or popularity of 

certain species? 

 How might visual appeal and popularity influence 

conservation priorities and decision-making? 

 Impact on Conservation: 

 Discuss how the public's perception of an ecosystem or 

species can have a tangible impact on conservation 

efforts. 

 Can you provide examples of situations where public 

opinion played a crucial role in successful or 

unsuccessful conservation initiatives? 

 Cultural and Regional Differences: 

 Did the survey data reveal any differences in 

perceptions based on cultural backgrounds or 

geographic regions? 

 How might cultural and regional factors contribute to 

variations in environmental opinions? 

 Environmental Education and Advocacy: 

 How can the findings from these surveys inform the 

design of environmental education programs and 

advocacy campaigns? 

 What strategies can be employed to address 

misconceptions or biases identified in the data? 
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 Public Opinion and Policymaking: 

 In what ways do you think public opinion should 

influence policymaking related to conservation and 

sustainability? 

 Are there situations where public opinion should be 

balanced with scientific evidence and expert 

recommendations? 

 Reflecting on Your Own Perceptions: 

 How has the analysis of these survey responses 

influenced your own awareness of the role of public 

opinion in environmental decision-making? 

 Have you identified any changes in your own 

perceptions based on the survey data and discussions? 

 Discuss any overarching patterns or themes that emerged across 

different ecosystems or species. 

 Encourage students to explore how factual information 

or new insights influenced changes in respondents' 

perceptions. 

 Encourage students to work together to identify 

any common patterns or themes that emerge 

when looking at the data collectively. 

 Use guiding questions to prompt their 

observations, such as: 

 Are there particular species or ecosystems 

that consistently received high or low 

rankings? 

 Did respondents' familiarity with an 

ecosystem influence their perceptions in a 

similar way across surveys? 

 Are there any trends related to the 

perceived importance or benefits of 

ecosystems or species? 

 Facilitate a class discussion where students share their 

observations and interpretations of the data. 

 Encourage students to explore why certain 

patterns or themes might exist and what 

implications they have for conservation efforts 

and public opinion. 

 Ask open-ended questions to stimulate 

discussion, such as: 
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 What do the common patterns suggest 

about how the public views the 

importance of different ecosystems or 

species? 

 Are there any surprises in the data that 

challenge preconceived notions? 

 How might these patterns inform 

strategies for environmental advocacy and 

education? 

 Facilitate a class discussion where students share 
their observations and interpretations of the 
data. 

 Encourage students to explore why certain 
patterns or themes might exist and what 
implications they have for conservation 
efforts and public opinion. 

 Ask open-ended questions to stimulate 
discussion, such as: 

 What do the common patterns 
suggest about how the public views 
the importance of different 
ecosystems or species? 

 Are there any surprises in the data 
that challenge preconceived 
notions? 

 How might these patterns inform 
strategies for environmental 
advocacy and education? 

 Discussion on Public Perception 

 Lead a discussion on the role of popularity, visual 

appeal, and perceived importance of species and 

ecosystems in shaping public perception. 

 Discuss and define the three main factors: 

popularity, visual appeal, and perceived 

importance. 

 Use examples or visuals if available 

to illustrate how these factors can 

influence how people perceive 

species and ecosystems. 

 Popularity and Media Influence 

 Explore the role of popularity and 

media coverage in shaping public 
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perception. 

 Discuss how certain species or 

ecosystems may receive more 

attention in the media, leading to 

heightened public awareness and 

support. 

 Encourage students to share 

examples of species or issues that 

have gained popularity due to 

media coverage. 

 Visual Appeal and Aesthetics  

 Discuss how visual appeal and 

aesthetics can impact public 

perception. 

 Ask students to reflect on how 

attractive or charismatic species or 

landscapes might receive more 

attention and support from the 

public. 

 Explore the concept of "charismatic 

megafauna" and its influence on 

conservation efforts. 

 Perceived Importance and Ecological 

Value  

 Examine the concept of perceived 

importance and ecological value. 

 Discuss how some species or 

ecosystems may be seen as more 

vital to the overall health of the 

planet, leading to higher perceived 

importance. 

 Encourage students to consider 

whether these perceptions always 

align with scientific assessments of 

ecological importance. 

 Biases in Conservation Priorities  

 Lead a discussion on how biases in 

public perception can lead to biases 

in conservation priorities. 

 Ask students to reflect on whether 
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species or ecosystems that are less 

popular or visually appealing may 

receive less attention and funding 

for conservation efforts. 

 Discuss potential consequences of 

these biases on biodiversity and 

ecosystem health. 

 Mitigating Biases (Engage students in 

brainstorming strategies to mitigate biases in 

conservation priorities. 

 Encourage them to think about 

how education, awareness campaigns, 

and science-based decision-making 

can help address these biases. 

 Ask students to individually reflect on what 

they've learned from the discussion. 

 Invite a few students to share their reflections 

with the class. 

 Conclude the discussion by emphasizing the 

importance of informed and balanced perspectives 

in conservation efforts. 

 

Public Perception and Participation —(elaborate) 

 Begin by discussing the concept of public perception and its potential differences 

from reality. 

 Begin by asking students a simple question: "What is public perception?" 

Allow a few students to share their thoughts and ideas. Acknowledge their 

responses. 

 Define Public Perception  

 Provide a clear definition of public perception: "Public perception 

refers to how people in a community or society perceive or view a 

particular issue, person, place, or situation. It is based on their beliefs, 

opinions, and experiences." 

 Share a few examples of public perception versus reality to illustrate 

the concept. For instance: 

 Public Perception: "All teenagers are addicted to their phones." 

Reality: Not all teenagers are addicted to their phones, and 

some use them responsibly. 

 Public Perception: "The school cafeteria food is terrible." 

Reality: While some students may not like the cafeteria food, 
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others find it okay or even enjoyable. 

 Emphasize that public perception may not always align with reality. 

 People's opinions and beliefs can be influenced by various 

factors, including media, personal experiences, and rumors. 

Explain that this discussion will explore how these differences 

in perception can impact decision-making. 

 Encourage students to ask any questions they may have about 

public perception and its potential differences from reality. 

Address these questions to ensure clarity before moving on. 

 Explain that students will be conducting a school campus survey to explore 

how public perception aligns with actual findings on a specific campus issue. 

 Emphasize the importance of collecting data and insights to inform 

potential actions. 

 Review the school campus issue that will be the focus of the survey 

(e.g., cleanliness, safety, maintenance). 

 Emphasize that this activity is aimed at identifying aspects of 

the school environment that may require attention, 

improvement, or action.  

 Discuss safety guidelines with the students. Remind 

them to: 

 Work in pairs or small groups for safety. 

 Avoid touching or tampering with any equipment 

or fixtures. 

 Report any safety hazards immediately. 

 Divide the students into pairs or small groups, and 

assign specific areas of the campus to each group. 

 Provide each group with clipboards, paper or 

notebooks, and writing utensils. 

 Walk through their assigned areas and observe the 

surroundings carefully. 

 Take notes of any issues, concerns, or improvements 

that they notice. 

 Areas to Examine: Ensure that students examine a 

variety of areas, including but not limited to: 

 Outdoor spaces (playgrounds, sports fields, 

gardens) 

 Hallways and classrooms 

 Restrooms 

 In small groups, have students create a list of questions related 

to the issue. These questions should help gauge public 
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perception and identify concerns. 

 Start by explaining the importance of formulating 

effective survey questions. Emphasize that well-crafted 

questions are essential for accurate data collection and 

unbiased results.  

 Break down the process of formulating survey 

questions into key steps and principles: 

 Identify the Purpose: Discuss the primary 

goal of the survey and what information 

you want to gather. 

 Choose the Question Type: Explain 

different question types, including 

multiple-choice, open-ended, and Likert 

scale questions, and when to use each. 

 Use Clear Language: Stress the importance 

of clarity and avoiding jargon or technical 

terms. 

 Avoid Leading Questions: Discuss how 

leading questions can bias responses and 

provide examples. 

 Be Specific: Explain that questions should 

be specific and focused on one issue at a 

time. 

 Test for Ambiguity: Discuss how to test 

questions for potential ambiguity and how 

to rephrase them for clarity. 

 Have the class collectively review and discuss the 

survey questions generated by each student group: 

 Project the survey questions on a whiteboard or 

write them on poster paper for all students to see. 

 Encourage students to suggest revisions or 

improvements to make the questions clearer and 

unbiased. 

 Ensure that the final questionnaire includes a mix 

of question types, depending on the nature of the 

survey. 

 As a class, carefully review the entire 

questionnaire for clarity and potential bias: 

 Address ambiguous language, leading 

questions, and double-barreled questions as a 
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group. 

 Edit and revise questions as needed based 

on the class discussion. 

 As a class, carefully review the entire 

questionnaire for clarity and potential bias: 

 Address ambiguous language, leading 

questions, and double-barreled questions as a 

group. 

 Edit and revise questions as needed based on the 

class discussion. 

 Distribute the survey questionnaires to students and provide 

clipboards or notepads for data collection. 

 Instruct students to approach their peers and other school 

members during designated breaks or free periods to gather 

survey responses. 

 Remind them to be respectful and professional while 

conducting the surveys. 

 Collect all completed surveys and compile the data. 

 In groups, have students analyze the survey results to identify 

common perceptions, concerns, and patterns regarding the campus 

issue. 

 Encourage them to create graphs or charts to visualize the 

data. 

  Instruct students to investigate the campus issue themselves by 

gathering relevant data or information. 

 Encourage them to compare the actual findings with the 

survey results to identify any disparities between public perception 

and reality. 

 Guide students in a discussion about the disparities between 

public perception and reality.  

 What does "public perception" mean, and why is it 

essential to understand it, especially when it comes to 

schoolyard issues? 

 Can you think of any examples from our school where 

people had different beliefs or perceptions about a 

particular schoolyard issue before we conducted our 

survey? 

 In our recent survey about [schoolyard issue], what were 

some of the things that most students or teachers believed 

before we gathered data? 
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 What were some surprising findings from our 

schoolyard survey that challenged what people initially 

thought? 

 Why do you think people sometimes see schoolyard 

issues differently than how they really are? Are there factors 

that affect how students and teachers perceive these 

issues? 

 How might these differences between what people 

believe and what is actually happening impact the decisions 

we make about schoolyard improvements or changes? 

 Do you believe it's important to bridge the gap between 

public perception and reality when it comes to schoolyard 

issues? Why or why not? 

 What role do facts, data, and evidence play in helping us 

better understand and address schoolyard issues? 

 How can we use the insights we gained from our survey 

to make our schoolyard a better place for everyone? 

 What strategies can we use to ensure that our 

schoolyard decisions are based on accurate information 

and align more closely with the reality of our school 

community? 

 Ask them to reflect on the data and consider potential actions 

to address the campus issue. 

 In small groups, have students brainstorm and outline action 

plans that include the following: 

 Proposed solutions or improvements based on actual 

findings. 

 Steps to implement the solutions. 

 Estimated timeframes for each step. 

 Responsibilities of team members. 

 Have each group present their action plans to the class. They 

can use poster boards, digital presentations, or any other visual 

aids to communicate their proposals effectively. 
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SAMPLE ACTION PLAN 

Action Plan: Addressing Invasive Species in Our Schoolyard 

Objective: To identify, manage, and raise awareness about the invasive species in our 

schoolyard. 

Step 1: Research and Identification (1-2 weeks) 

Research the Invasive Species (Week 1): 

Identify the invasive species in our schoolyard. Gather information about its 

characteristics, behavior, and impact on native plants and wildlife. 

Use reputable sources such as books, websites, and local experts to gather 

information. 

 

Field Observations (Week 2): 

Visit the schoolyard with a teacher or group leader and observe the invasive species. 

Document its presence, location, and any visible effects on the ecosystem. 

 

Step 2: Create Awareness (1-2 weeks) 

Educational Materials (Week 3): 

Design informative posters, pamphlets, or digital presentations about the invasive 

species. Include details on why it's a problem and what students can do to help. 

 

Awareness Campaign (Week 4): 

Organize a school-wide campaign to raise awareness about the invasive species. 

Display educational materials in school corridors, the cafeteria, and classrooms. 

Consider organizing presentations or assemblies to inform your classmates about the 

issue. 

 

Step 3: Removal and Management (Ongoing) 

Hands-On Removal (Ongoing): 

Coordinate with your school's environmental club or teacher to schedule regular 

invasive species removal sessions. 

Wear appropriate gear and follow safety guidelines when removing the invasive 

species. Dispose of it properly. 

 

Native Plantings (Optional): 

Consider planting native species in areas where the invasive species was removed. This 

helps restore the ecosystem. 

 

Step 4: Data Collection (Ongoing) 

Monitoring and Data Collection (Ongoing): 

Continuously monitor the schoolyard for the presence of the invasive species. 
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Keep records of your observations, such as when and where you spotted it. 

 

Step 5: Reporting (As Needed) 

Report to School Authorities (As Needed): 

If the invasive species poses a significant problem, share your findings and progress 

with school administrators, teachers, or the school board. 

 

Step 6: Reflection and Outreach (Ongoing) 

Reflect and Share (Throughout): 

Encourage students to reflect on their experiences and share what they've learned 

about invasive species with their peers and the community. 

 

Community Involvement (Ongoing): 

Reach out to local environmental organizations or agencies for guidance and potential 

collaboration. 

 

Step 7: Evaluation and Future Planning (Periodically) 

Evaluate Progress (Every few months): 

Assess the impact of your efforts by reviewing data and observations. 

Determine if changes in the schoolyard ecosystem are occurring. 

 

Plan for the Future (Annually): 

Discuss and plan ongoing efforts to manage the invasive species and maintain the 

health of the schoolyard ecosystem 

 

 Encourage classmates to ask questions and provide 

feedback on the action plans. 

 After all presentations, lead a class discussion on the 

disparities between public perception and reality and 

how these differences can impact decision-making. 

 What were some common misconceptions or public 

perceptions about [schoolyard issue] before we 

conducted our surveys and research? 

 Based on the survey findings and data we collected, 

what did we discover about the actual situation 

regarding [schoolyard issue]? 

 Can you identify any significant differences between 

what people thought initially and what we found 

through our research? 

 How might these disparities between public perception 
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and reality influence the decisions that the school or 

community might make regarding [schoolyard issue]? 

 Do you think it's common for people to have 

misperceptions about environmental issues or problems 

in general? Why or why not? 

 What role does accurate data and evidence play in 

bridging the gap between what people believe and 

what is actually happening? 

 Can you think of any real-world examples where public 

perception significantly impacted a decision or policy 

related to an environmental issue? 

 How can we use the knowledge and insights we gained 

from our research to address these disparities and make 

informed decisions? 

 What responsibilities do we have as informed citizens 

and students to ensure that accurate information 

informs our decisions and actions? 

 In what ways can we contribute to raising awareness 

about the importance of accurate information and data-

driven decision-making within our school and 

community? 

 Ask students to reflect on what they learned from 

comparing perception with reality and the importance 

of data-driven decision-making. 
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Sustainability and Services 
Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability - Rhetoric in Environmental Advocacy - 
Navigating the Power of Language and Perception  
 
Rhetoric in Environmental Advocacy - Navigating the Power of Language and 
Perception:  Educator Background Information 
 
The "Rhetoric in Environmental Advocacy" unit builds upon the foundation laid in the 
previous unit on public perception and participation in plant sustainability. This unit is 
designed to help middle school students develop persuasive communication skills and 
become effective advocates for environmental causes, specifically focusing on plant 
sustainability. It emphasizes the importance of rhetoric, which is the art of persuasive 
communication, in influencing public opinion and driving positive change in their 
communities. 
 
Closer Inspection of Public Perception: Unveiling the Impact of Language and 
Presentation 
As students embark on their journey into environmental advocacy, a closer inspection 
of the survey results from the prior unit may reveal some curious realities of public 
perception. First and foremost, students may be struck by how significantly opinions 
are influenced by the presentation of facts, or the absence thereof. The effect of 
language used can greatly impact how people perceive and respond to environmental 
issues. Students will discover that word choices matter—synonyms with subtly different 
connotations can lead to wildly differing viewpoints. 
 
For example, the term "wetland" may be more palatable to some than "marsh" or 
"swamp," while "jungle" conjures more vivid imagery than "outer fringe of a rainforest." 
Students will also observe that a "savannah" is essentially a prairie with sparse trees. 
Even seemingly similar questions in the survey reveal how the choice of words can 
influence responses. 
 
Rhetoric: The Art of Persuasion and the Challenge of Objectivity 
In this unit, students will dive deeper into the concept of rhetoric, which is the faculty 
of observing in any given case the available means of persuasion, as Aristotle 
described it. They will explore how rhetoric is used in environmental advocacy to 
convey messages effectively. They will learn how political pundits and advocates 
carefully choose their language to steer debates, sometimes emphasizing emotional 
impact over scientific or objective merit. 
 
Aristotle's definition of rhetoric reminds us that persuasion, while powerful, should not 
lack sincerity or meaningful content. Objectivity and scientific methodology are 
essential, emphasizing the importance of basing conclusions on empirical data and 
being open to changing perceptions when new information becomes available. 
Navigating the Challenges of Public Perception 
 
Throughout this unit, students will grapple with the complex interplay between 
language, perception, and advocacy. They will explore how to use rhetoric responsibly 
and ethically to convey their messages while respecting scientific principles. By doing 
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so, they will gain the tools to navigate the challenges of public perception and make 
informed, responsible decisions that promote plant sustainability and environmental 
conservation. 
 
Through engaging activities, discussions, and real-world application, students will 
develop a deeper understanding of how language shapes environmental discourse and 
the role they can play as informed advocates. This unit equips them to bridge the gap 
between public perception and reality, promoting a more sustainable and 
environmentally conscious society. 
 
Real World Connections/Careers 
Many real-world careers are closely tied to the study of rhetoric in environmental 
advocacy, emphasizing the art of persuasive communication in the context of plant 
sustainability and environmental causes. These careers span various sectors and 
industries, each with its unique focus and responsibilities: Environmental Advocate 
Environmental Educator, Environmental Journalist, Public Relations Specialist, 
Environmental Policy Analyst, Environmental Consultant, Community Organizer 
Environmental Lawyer, Corporate Sustainability Officer, Environmental Marketing 
Specialist, Environmental Scientist, Political Strategist, Conservation Biologist 
Nonprofit Fundraiser, Environmental Entrepreneur 
 
Unit Objectives: 
By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
 Explain the concept of rhetoric and its significance in environmental advocacy. 
 Analyze the impact of language, word choice, and presentation on public 

perception of environmental issues. 
 Demonstrate effective persuasive communication skills in advocating for plant 

sustainability and environmental causes. 
 Identify and evaluate real-world examples where rhetoric has influenced 

environmental decisions or policies. 
 
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS): 
 MS-ETS1-1: Define the criteria and constraints of a design problem with sufficient 

precision to ensure a successful solution, taking into account relevant scientific 
principles and potential impacts on people and the natural environment. 

 MS-ETS1-2: Evaluate competing design solutions using a systematic process to 
determine how well they meet the criteria and constraints of the problem. 

 
Vocabulary 
Rhetoric: The art of persuasive or influential speaking or writing, often used to convey 
a message effectively to an audience. 
 
Advocacy: Active support for a cause, idea, or policy, often involving efforts to 
persuade others to take action or change their views. 
 
Perception: The way in which something is understood or interpreted by individuals, 
often influenced by their background, beliefs, and experiences. 
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Public Opinion: The collective beliefs, attitudes, and sentiments of a community or 
society on various issues, including environmental matters. 
 
Persuasion: The act of convincing or influencing others to adopt a particular viewpoint 
or take a specific course of action. 
 
Ethical Communication: The practice of conveying information and messages in an 
honest, transparent, and morally responsible manner. 
 
Word Choice: The selection of specific words or phrases in communication to convey a 
particular meaning or evoke specific emotions. 
 
Audience Analysis: The process of assessing the characteristics, preferences, and values 
of a target audience to tailor communication effectively. 
 
Scientific Communication: The practice of conveying scientific information and findings 
to a non-specialized audience, often involving simplification and clarity. 
 
Bias: Prejudice or favoritism toward a particular viewpoint, group, or outcome, which 
can affect the objectivity of communication. 
 
Environmental Ethics: The study of ethical principles and values concerning the natural 
environment and human interactions with it. 
 
Environmental Justice: The fair treatment and involvement of all people, regardless of 
their background, in the development and enforcement of environmental policies and 
regulations. 
 
Objective Information: Information that is presented without personal bias, emotions, 
or opinions, often based on empirical evidence and facts. 
 
Confirmation Bias: The tendency to search for, interpret, and remember information 
that confirms one's preexisting beliefs or values. 
 
Advocacy Language: Language and rhetoric specifically chosen to persuade or 
influence individuals or groups to support a particular cause or viewpoint. 
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Rhetoric in Environmental Advocacy—(Engage) 
 Start with a captivating digital presentation that introduces the concept of 

synonyms and connotations in language.  
 The concept of synonyms and connotations in language is a fascinating area 

of study, especially when considering how different words, while technically 
similar in meaning, can carry diverse emotional and cultural implications.  

 Here's a deeper exploration of this concept:  
 Childish vs. Childlike: 

 Both relate to qualities of a child, but "childish" often 
has a negative connotation, implying immaturity, while 
"childlike" can suggest innocence and wonder. 

 Question: Can you think of a situation where 
being "childlike" is admired but being "childish" 
is frowned upon? How does this distinction affect 
our perception of adults exhibiting these traits?  

 Thrifty vs. Stingy: 
 Both describe careful use of money, but "thrifty" has a 

positive connotation of prudence, whereas "stingy" 
implies excessive frugality and lack of generosity. 

 Question: Imagine you are describing a friend 
who is very careful with money. Would you 
choose to describe them as "thrifty" or "stingy", 
and why? How do you think your choice of word 
would affect others' perception of this friend?  

 Confident vs. Arrogant: 
 While both suggest self-assurance, "confident" has a 

positive connotation, implying healthy self-esteem, 
whereas "arrogant" is negative, suggesting an 
overbearing sense of self-importance. 

 Question: Consider a public figure known for 
their self-assurance. Would you describe them as 
"confident" or "arrogant"? How does your choice 
of word reflect your personal opinion about their 
attitude? 

  Economical vs. Cheap: 
 "Economical" implies efficient and prudent use of 

resources, a positive trait, while "cheap" can connote 
lower quality or an unwillingness to spend money. 

 Question: If a company advertises its product as 
being "economical" rather than "cheap," how 
might this influence your decision to purchase it? 
What are the different implications of these two 
terms in the context of marketing?  

 Curious vs. Nosy: 
 Both describe a desire to know more, but "curious" 

often has a positive or neutral connotation, implying a 
healthy interest, while "nosy" is negative, suggesting 
intrusive behavior. 
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 Question: Think of a time when someone asked 
you a lot of questions. Did you perceive them as 
being "curious" or "nosy," and what factors 
influenced your perception? How does the 
context of the situation play a role in this 
differentiation?  

 These questions are designed to 
encourage students to think critically 
about the nuances of language and how 
the choice of words can significantly 
influence perception and communication. 
By applying these concepts to real-life 
scenarios and personal experiences, 
students can better understand the impact 
of connotations in everyday language.  

 Context Matters: It’s important to teach 
that the suitability of a synonym depends 
heavily on the context. For example, 
describing a lawyer as "cunning" versus 
"astute" can convey very different 
impressions. 

 Cultural Sensitivity: Understanding that 
connotations can vary across cultures is 
crucial. What might be a compliment in 
one culture could be offensive in another. 

 Language Evolution: The connotations of 
words can evolve over time. Keeping up 
with current usage is important, especially 
in rapidly changing social and cultural 
landscapes. 

 Introduce examples like “wetland” vs. “marsh” or “swamp,” and “jungle” vs. 
the outer fringe of a rainforest. 

 Wetland vs. Swamp: 
 Example: "Wetland" often conjures images of a rich, biodiverse 

habitat, while "swamp" might evoke a murky, possibly 
unpleasant area. 

 Question: Why might an environmental group choose to 
use "wetland" instead of "swamp" when discussing 
conservation efforts? 

 Jungle vs. Rainforest: 
 Example: "Jungle" suggests a wild, untamed area, whereas 

"rainforest" often implies a diverse, important ecosystem. 
 Question: How might the choice between "jungle" and 

"rainforest" influence public opinion on deforestation 
issues? 

 Global Warming vs. Climate Change: 
 Example: "Global Warming" suggests a specific warming trend, 

while "Climate Change" covers a broader range of 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



263 

 
Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability 

 
R

h
e
to

ri
c 

in
 E

n
v
ir

o
n

m
e
n

ta
l 

A
d

v
o

ca
cy

  

environmental shifts. 
 Question: Which term do you think is more effective in 

conveying the urgency of environmental action, and 
why? 

 Erosion vs. Weathering: 
 Example: "Erosion" often implies damage or loss, whereas 

"weathering" can be perceived as a more natural, gradual 
process. 

 Question: How might these terms affect public 
perception of landscape changes due to environmental 
factors? 

 Solar Farm vs. Solar Panel Field: 
 Example: "Solar Farm" has a more organic, eco-friendly 

connotation, while "Solar Panel Field" might sound more 
industrial. 

 Question: Which term do you think would be more 
appealing to a community where a new solar energy 
project is proposed? 

 Explain that the class will explore how imagery can influence our 
understanding and feelings towards environmental terms. 

 Emphasize the role of media in shaping public perception. 
 Show the collected images for one term at a time. 

 For each image, ask the students to silently reflect on the 
emotions or thoughts it evokes. 

 Facilitate Open Discussion  
 Initial Reactions: Start by asking students to share their 

immediate reactions to each image. Encourage a variety 
of viewpoints. 

 Image and Perception: Discuss how each image might 
alter or reinforce the perception of the term. Are some 
images more impactful than others? Why? 

 Emotional Impact: Explore the emotional responses 
elicited by different images. How do these emotions 
influence the students' understanding of the term? 

 Context and Use: Discuss in what context each image 
might be used (e.g., advocacy, education, marketing) 
and how this would affect the message conveyed. 
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Murky Swamp 
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Marsh Wetland 
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Jungle 
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Rainforest 
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 Draw connections between the earlier discussion on synonyms and 
the images. How does the choice of word reinforce or contradict the 
message of the image? 

 Discuss how combining powerful imagery with carefully chosen 
words can create a strong message in environmental advocacy 

 Provide students with handouts that include various environmental terms 
and their synonyms.  

 Explain the objective: to explore how language and imagery can 
influence perceptions and actions in environmental advocacy. 

 Distribute the handouts with environmental terms and their 
synonyms. 

 Briefly discuss the importance of word choice and imagery in 
shaping public opinion. 

 Divide students into small groups. 
 Assign each group a set of terms from the handout. 
 Instruct them to discuss the connotations of these terms and 

consider why different terms might be used in various 
contexts. 

 Ask each group to find and select images online that they feel best 
represent the terms they discussed. 

 Encourage them to look for images that evoke different 
feelings or ideas associated with each term. 

 Remind students to be mindful of copyright and encourage the 
use of royalty-free image sources. 

 Encourage them to consider why different terms might be used in 
various contexts, such as in media, scientific literature, or advocacy 
campaigns. 

 Have each group present their findings, showing the images they selected 
alongside their discussion of the terms. 

 Encourage them to explain why they chose each image and how it 
relates to the connotations of the term. 

 Facilitate a class discussion on how different images can change the 
perception of the same term. 

 Lead a class discussion on what they learned about the power 
of language and imagery. 

 Discuss how environmental advocates can use these tools 
effectively. 

 Comparing Language and Imagery: 
 How do words and images complement each 

other in conveying a message about 
environmental issues? Can you give an example 
where language and imagery worked together to 
change your opinion on a subject? 

 Impact of Word Choice: 
 Think of an environmental term discussed in 
class. How might different synonyms for this term 
(e.g., "global warming" vs. "climate change") 
influence public action or policy decisions? 
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 Emotional Responses: 
 Reflect on the images viewed in class. Which 

image evoked the strongest emotional response 
from you, and why? How did the accompanying 
language reinforce or change that emotion? 

 Perception and Reality: 
 How can language and imagery shape our 

perception of environmental issues? Do they 
always accurately reflect reality, or can they 
sometimes lead to misconceptions? 

 Media and Messaging: 
 Consider how environmental issues are portrayed 

in the media. Can you identify instances where 
the choice of words or images seemed to 
intentionally influence public opinion? Was this 
influence positive or negative? 

 Personal Influence: 
 Have you ever changed your mind about an 

environmental issue because of a powerful image 
or persuasive language? Share your experience 
and what aspect of the language or imagery 
influenced you. 

 Responsibility in Communication: 
 Discuss the responsibility of media, advocates, 

and educators in choosing words and images 
when discussing environmental issues. What are 
the ethical considerations? 

 Creative Expression: 
 If you were to create a campaign to raise 

awareness about an environmental issue, what 
kind of language and imagery would you use? 
Explain your choices. 

 Cultural Differences: 
 How might cultural backgrounds influence the 

interpretation of language and imagery in 
environmental advocacy? Can the same word or 
image have different meanings in different 
cultures? 

 Future Implications: 
 What are the implications of using powerful 

language and imagery for future environmental 
advocacy? How can we ensure that these tools 
are used effectively and ethically? 

 Encourage students to share their thoughts on how 
word choice and imagery might impact their own views 
on environmental issues. 
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Environmental Terms and Their Synonyms: Exploring Connotations 
Instructions: Work in pairs or small groups. Review the environmental terms and their 
synonyms provided below. Discuss the different connotations of these terms and 
consider why different terms might be used in various contexts such as media, 
scientific literature, or advocacy campaigns. 
 
Term 1: Global Warming 
Synonyms: Climate Change, Climatic Shift 
Discussion Points: 
How does the term "global warming" differ in impact from "climate change"? 
In what context might one term be preferred over the other? 
 
Term 2: Wind Farm 
Synonyms: Wind Park, Wind Power Plant 
Discussion Points: 
What images or ideas do each of these terms evoke? 
Why might a community or company choose one term over the others? 
 
Term 3: Organic Farming 
Synonyms: Biological Farming, Eco-Friendly Farming 
Discussion Points: 
What are the connotations associated with each term? 
How might these terms influence consumer perception? 
 
Term 4: Endangered Species 
Synonyms: Threatened Species, At-Risk Species 
Discussion Points: 
How do these terms differently affect public perception about the urgency of 
conservation efforts? 
Which term might create a stronger call to action? 
 
Term 5: Ecosystem 
Synonyms: Biocommunity, Habitat 
Discussion Points: 
How does each term frame the concept of an interconnected environmental system? 
In what situations might one term be more effective than the others? 
 
Term 6: Renewable Energy 
Synonyms: Sustainable Energy, Alternative Energy 
Discussion Points: 
What are the subtle differences in meaning between these terms? 
How might the choice of term influence public support for energy policies? 
 
Term 7: Deforestation 
Synonyms: Forest Clearance, Tree Clearing 
Discussion Points: 
How does the term "deforestation" convey the seriousness of the issue compared to 
the other terms? 
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Which term might be used to downplay the environmental impact? 
 
Term 8: Conservation 
Synonyms: Preservation, Environmental Protection 
Discussion Points: 
What different aspects of environmental care are highlighted by each term? 
How might these terms guide policy-making or advocacy strategies? 
 
 
Activity: After discussing each term and its synonyms, create a short paragraph or a 
slogan for an environmental campaign, choosing words carefully to convey the desired 
message and emotion. 
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Rhetoric in Environmental Advocacy—(Explore) 
 Today, we're going to explore the fascinating world of language and its power in 

shaping our views about the environment, particularly plants and ecosystem Briefly 
mention the upcoming activities and the importance of understanding the power 
of language. 

 We will start by engaging in a word association game to see how language 
evokes different emotions and images. Then, we'll dive into a group 
discussion and brainstorming session to explore real-world examples of 
persuasive language in environmental advocacy.  

 Next, we'll read and analyze an intriguing article about Frank Luntz, a master 
of policy rhetoric, to understand how strategic word choice can significantly 
impact public opinion and policy on environmental issues. Finally, we'll wrap 
up with critical thinking questions to reflect on the article and discuss the 
effectiveness of different types of persuasive language. 

 Understanding the power of language is crucial. The words we choose can 
either inspire action and positive change or lead to misunderstanding and 
apathy. By the end of today's lesson, you'll have a deeper appreciation of 
how language shapes our perception of and interaction with the world 
around us." 

 How does the way we talk about plants and the environment influence people's 
attitudes and actions?  

 Start with a fun, interactive word association game to get students thinking 
about language and perception. 

 Write the word "Nature" on the board.  
 What are the first words that come to your mind when you hear the 

word 'nature  
 Write these on the board, creating a word cloud. 
 Discuss briefly how different words create different feelings or 

images. 
 Why do you think these words came to mind?" 
 How do these words make you feel about nature? Do 

they evoke a sense of calm, adventure, concern, or 
something else?" 

 Positive vs. Negative Language: 
 Can you think of words related to nature 

that have positive connotations? What 
about words with negative connotations? 

 How might our feelings or attitudes 
towards nature change based on whether 
we use positive or negative words to 
describe it 

 Imagery and Emotions: 
 What images do you associate with words 

like 'forest', 'desert', 'ocean', and 
'mountains'? Do these places evoke 
different emotions or thoughts? 

 If someone describes a place in nature as 
'pristine' versus 'untamed', how does your 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



273 

 
Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability 

 
R

h
e
to

ri
c 

in
 E

n
v
ir

o
n

m
e
n

ta
l 

A
d

v
o

ca
cy

  

perception of that place change? 
 Language and Environmental Advocacy: 

 Why is it important for people who 
advocate for the environment to choose their 
words carefully? Can you give an example of 
how a change in wording could change the 
impact of a message about nature? 

 Personal Connection: 
 Are there any words or phrases that you 
personally associate with nature that evoke a 
strong emotional response or memory? Can 
you share why these words are significant to 
you? 

 Ask questions like, "Why do we need to protect plants and ecosystems?" and 
"How do you think the words we use can help or harm our environment?" 

 Encourage students to consider the environmental, economic, and 
aesthetic values of plants and ecosystems.  

 Use student responses to highlight the importance of advocacy 
and how language plays a role. 
 "How do you think the words we use can help or harm our 
environment?" 

 Prompt students to think about how language influences 
public opinion, policy 
 Use the students' answers to underscore the relationship 
between effective advocacy and the power of language. 

 Highlight examples from their responses that 
show how positive language can inspire conservation 
efforts, while negative language can lead to apathy or 
misunderstanding.-making, and individual behavior. 

 Provide a brief overview of plant advocacy, emphasizing the role of 
communication and language. 

 Explain what plant advocacy is: actively supporting and 
promoting the protection and preservation of plants and 
ecosystems.  
 Discuss the goals of plant advocacy, such as raising awareness, 
influencing policy, and encouraging sustainable practices.  

 Give examples of persuasive language in advocacy, like 
using emotionally charged words (e.g., "preservation" vs. 
"destruction") to garner support or drive action. 
 Divide students into small groups. 
 Assign each group to think of examples where they have 
seen or heard persuasive language used for environmental 
causes (like in advertisements, social media, school 
campaigns, etc.). 
 Here are some real-world examples where language and 
rhetoric have significantly impacted plant and 
environmental advocacy: 

 The "Save the Rainforests" Campaign: 
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 This global movement used powerful imagery and 
evocative language to draw attention to the rapid 
destruction of rainforests. Phrases like "lungs of the 
Earth" and "biodiversity hotspots" were used to 
emphasize the ecological importance of rainforests 
and the dire consequences of their loss. 

 Case Study 1: The "Save the Rainforests" 
Campaign 
 Background: 

 Originated in the late 20th century 
due to rising concerns about rapid 
deforestation in tropical rainforests. 
 Aimed to raise global awareness and 
encourage conservation efforts. 

 Key Concepts: 
 Biodiversity: Rainforests are home to 
over half of the world's species. 
 Climate Impact: Role of rainforests 
in carbon sequestration and climate 
regulation. 
 Indigenous Peoples: Impact on 
communities living within these 
ecosystems. 

 Language and Rhetoric: 
 Phrases like "lungs of the Earth" and 
"biodiversity hotspots" were used to 
evoke a sense of urgency and global 
interconnectedness. 

 Discussion Questions: 
 How do metaphors like "lungs of 
the Earth" influence our perception of 
the importance of rainforests? 
 What are some actions that were 
inspired by this campaign? 

 The Keystone XL Pipeline Debates: 
 Advocates against the pipeline used phrases like 
"tar sands" instead of the more neutral "oil sands" to 
emphasize the environmental risks. This choice of 
words played a role in shaping public opinion and 
policy discussions about the pipeline's impact on 
ecosystems. 

 Case Study 2: Keystone XL Pipeline Debates 
 Background: 

 A proposed oil pipeline in North 
America, met with significant 
environmentalist opposition. 
 Central to debates on fossil fuels, 
climate change, and environmental 
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policy. 
 Key Concepts: 

 Environmental Risks: Concerns 
about spills, water contamination, and 
wildlife impact. 
 Economic Arguments: Jobs, energy 
independence, and economic benefits. 

 Language and Rhetoric: 
 Use of "tar sands" by opponents to 
emphasize the dirty, polluting nature of 
the oil extraction process. 

 Discussion Questions: 
 In what ways did the language used 
by opponents of the pipeline influence 
public and government responses? 
 How might the debate have differed 
with the use of more neutral language? 

 "Global Warming" vs. "Climate Change": 
 The shift from using "global warming" to "climate 
change" in environmental discourse illustrates the 
power of terminology. "Climate change" is often seen 
as a more comprehensive term that includes a variety 
of climate phenomena, not just warming, leading to 
broader public understanding and acceptance of the 
issue. 

 Case Study 3: "Global Warming" vs. 
"Climate Change" 
 Background: 

 Shift in terminology in scientific and 
public discourse over the past few 
decades. 

 Key Concepts: 
 Global Warming: Originally used to 
describe the increase in Earth’s average 
surface temperature. 
 Climate Change: Broader term 
encompassing global warming, but also 
includes other changes like sea-level 
rise, ice mass loss, and extreme 
weather. 

 Language and Rhetoric: 
 "Climate Change" is perceived as 
less alarmist and more scientifically 
comprehensive. 

 Discussion Questions: 
 How does the change in 
terminology affect public engagement 
with environmental issues? 
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 Which term do you think is more 
effective for advocacy and why? 

 The 'Plastic Free' Movement: 
 Language around reducing plastic use, such as 
"single-use plastics," "plastic pollution," and "ocean-
friendly," has raised awareness and driven consumer 
and legislative actions against plastic waste, 
highlighting its impact on marine ecosystems. 

 Case Study 4: The 'Plastic Free' Movement 
 Background: 

 A global movement aiming to 
reduce the use of single-use plastics 
due to their environmental impact. 

 Key Concepts: 
 Pollution and Waste Management: 
The challenges of plastic disposal and 
its long-term ecological impact. 
 Marine Life: The effects of plastic 
pollution on marine ecosystems. 

 Language and Rhetoric: 
 Terms like "single-use plastics," 
"plastic pollution," and "ocean-friendly" 
emphasize the negative impact and 
promote alternatives. 

 Discussion Questions: 
 How has the language used by the 
plastic-free movement influenced 
consumer behavior and corporate 
policies? 
 What are some challenges in 
advocating for reduced plastic use? 

 Campaigns against Deforestation in the Amazon: 
 Advocates often use phrases like "the 
destruction of the world’s largest pharmacy" 
due to the Amazon's rich biodiversity, which 
holds potential for medical discoveries. This 
rhetoric emphasizes the global loss beyond 
just the immediate environmental impact. 

 Case Study 5: Campaigns against 
Amazon Deforestation 
 Background: 

 The Amazon rainforest is 
facing significant deforestation 
threats due to logging, 
agriculture, and mining. 

 Key Concepts: 
 Ecological Importance: Role 
in global climate regulation and 
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biodiversity. 
 Medicinal Value: The 
potential for undiscovered 
medicines in its diverse plant life. 

 Language and Rhetoric: 
 Describing the Amazon as 
"the world’s largest pharmacy" 
highlights its untapped potential 
and global significance. 

 Discussion Questions: 
 How does framing the 
Amazon as a crucial resource for 
future medicines affect public 
and policy attitudes towards its 
conservation? 
 What are some other 
effective ways to communicate 
the importance of the Amazon 
rainforest? 

 The 'Green New Deal': 
 This policy proposal uses the term "Green" 
to symbolize environmental sustainability and 
"New Deal" to echo historical government 
interventions for societal improvement. This 
combination of terms aims to present 
environmental policy as both beneficial and 
necessary for a prosperous future. 

 Rewilding Projects: 
 "Rewilding" is a term used to describe 
efforts to restore natural landscapes and 
reintroduce native species. The term itself 
evokes a positive, proactive approach to 
environmental conservation, emphasizing 
restoration and balance. 

 Group Reflections: 
 Have students form small groups to discuss their 

takeaways from the case studies. 
 Encourage each group to share their thoughts on 

how language influenced the outcomes of the 
scenarios they studied. 

 Regroup as a class and have a few groups share their 
reflections with everyone. 

 Discuss any common themes or differing opinions that 
emerged from the group reflections. 

 Individual Reflections: 
 Ask students to write a brief reflection 

individually. 
 Prompt: "Choose one case study that particularly 
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interested you and write about how its use of 
language impacted its advocacy efforts. Do you 
think the language used was effective? Why or 
why not?" 

 Creating Personal Advocacy Messages: 
 Instruct students to create their own short 

advocacy message or slogan about an 
environmental issue they care about, using what 
they've learned about the power of language. 

 This can be a poster, a social media post, 
or a short speech. 

 Instructions for Students: 
 Choose an Environmental Issue: 

 Select an environmental issue 
you are passionate about. 
This could be anything from 
local recycling efforts to 
global climate change. 

 Define Your Message: 
 What is the key message or 

action you want to advocate 
for? Are you raising 
awareness, calling for change, 
or promoting a specific 
action? 

 Crafting Your Message: 
 Use what you’ve learned 

about the power of language. 
Remember the impact of 
word choice, emotive 
language, metaphors, and 
imagery. 

 Keep your message clear and 
concise. It should be easily 
understandable and 
memorable. 

 Choose Your Medium: 
 Poster: Create a visually 

appealing poster with your 
slogan and supporting 
images. Think about colors, 
layout, and visual metaphors. 

 Social Media Post: Design a 
digital post. Consider how to 
make it engaging and 
shareable. You can use tools 
like Canva or Adobe Spark. 

 Short Speech: Write a brief, 
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persuasive speech. Practice 
delivering it confidently and 
with passion. 

 Feedback and Iteration: 
 Share your message with a 

peer for initial feedback. 
Revise your message based 
on the input. 

 Presentation: 
 Present your advocacy 

message to the class. For 
posters and social media 
posts, explain your design 
choices and the message you 
hope to convey. 

 For speeches, focus on 
delivery, clarity, and 
the persuasive power 
of your words. 

 Facilitate a final class discussion to debrief the entire lesson. 
 Key questions:  

 "What have we learned about the role of language in 
environmental advocacy?  

 How can we apply these lessons in our daily lives and future 
endeavors?" 

Rhetoric in Environmental Advocacy—(Explain) 
 Begin with a brief discussion on the importance of plants in our ecosystem. 
 Introduce the topic: How scientific information about plants is conveyed to the 

public and why it's important. 
 Provide students with a short, scientific article or video about a botanical 

concept. 
 Climate Kids Connects offers various educational activities and videos 

focusing on pollinators, such as bees and bats, and their crucial role in 
ecosystems. These resources are designed to be engaging and 
informative, making complex concepts more accessible to middle 
school students. They cover topics like the importance of bees in plant 
reproduction and the creation of fruits, and even include hands-on 
activities like crafting a home for bees or making a bat mask to 
understand pollinators better. Climate Kids Connects 

 Science Learning Hub provides a comprehensive introduction to 
pollination, detailing how it is essential for seed creation. The resource 
explains the different ways flowers ensure pollination occurs, such as 
through wind or animals, and the specialized structures some flowers 
develop for specific pollinators. This resource is particularly useful for 
investigating how the decline in pollinator populations can affect 
ecosystems. It includes a range of student activities and a question 
bank to facilitate deeper understanding of pollination and flowering 
plant life cycles. Science Learning Hub 
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 STEM in the Middle offers a set of pollinator lesson plans specifically 
designed for middle school students. These include an ecology and 
bees research project, a bee habitat STEM challenge, and a movie day 
with "The Pollinators" film. Each lesson plan is accompanied by 
printable and digital student activities, detailed teacher notes, grading 
rubrics, and suggestions for differentiation. These lessons aim to 
improve students’ understanding of bees and other pollinators and 
their role in the ecosystem. STEM in the Middle 

 Ask students to write or highlight any terms or concepts they find confusing 
or complex. 

 Discuss the highlighted terms. Explain them in simpler language, 
demonstrating how complex scientific information can be made more 
accessible. 

 Simplifying complex botanical terms for middle school students 
involves presenting the concepts in a more accessible and 
relatable way. Here's a list of scientific terms commonly used in 
botany, along with simplified explanations suitable for middle 
school students: 

 Photosynthesis: The process by which plants make their 
own food using sunlight, water, and carbon dioxide. It's 
like cooking, but with sunlight! 

 Pollination: This is how plants reproduce. Pollinators like 
bees and butterflies move pollen from one flower to 
another, helping the plants to make seeds. 

 Chlorophyll: A green substance in plants that captures 
sunlight to use for photosynthesis. It's like a solar panel 
for the plant. 

 Ecosystem: A community of living things and their 
environment. It's like a neighborhood where plants, 
animals, and other organisms live and interact. 

 Biodiversity: The variety of different types of life found in 
an area. Imagine a garden with lots of different kinds of 
plants and animals - that's high biodiversity! 

 Decomposition: The process of dead plants or animals 
breaking down into simpler materials. It's nature's way of 
recycling. 

 Germination: When a seed starts to grow into a plant. It's 
like the beginning of a plant's life. 

 Habitat: The natural home or environment of a plant or 
animal. Think of it as a plant or animal's favorite place to 
live. 

 Stomata: Tiny holes in leaves that let air in and out. 
They're like little doors for gases. 

 Transpiration:The process of water moving through a 
plant and evaporating from leaves. It's similar to how we 
sweat. 

 Carbon Cycle: How carbon moves between the air, 
plants, animals, and the earth. It's a big recycling system 
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for carbon. 
 Nectar: A sweet liquid produced by flowers. It's a treat 

for bees and other pollinators. 
 Fertilization: The joining of pollen and a flower's egg to 

start making seeds. It's how a plant starts to make a new 
seed. 

 Biome: A large area that has a certain type of climate 
and certain types of plants and animals, like a desert, 
forest, or grassland. 

 Symbiosis: A relationship between two different living 
organisms where at least one benefits. It's like a 
partnership in nature. 

 Simplifying Scientific Concepts  
 Divide students into small groups. 

 Assign each group a different botanical concept or piece of 
scientific information. 

 Group 1: Photosynthesis - Explain the process of 
photosynthesis and its importance in plant growth and 
oxygen production. 

 Group 2: Plant Taxonomy - Explore the classification of 
plants into various taxonomic categories such as 
kingdom, phylum, class, order, family, genus, and 
species. 

 Group 3: Plant Adaptations - Discuss various adaptations 
plants have developed to survive in different 
environments, such as desert plants' water-saving 
mechanisms. 

 Group 4: Plant Reproduction - Investigate the different 
methods of plant reproduction, including sexual and 
asexual reproduction. 

 Group 5: Ethnobotany - Research the relationship 
between plants and human cultures, including the 
traditional uses of plants for medicine, food, and rituals. 

 Group 6: Plant Growth Hormones - Explain the role of 
plant hormones like auxins, gibberellins, and cytokinins 
in regulating plant growth and development. 

 Group 7: Plant Diseases - Study common plant diseases, 
their causes, symptoms, and methods of prevention and 
control. 

 Group 8: Seed Dispersal - Explore the various ways 
plants disperse their seeds, such as wind, water, animals, 
and explosion. 

 Group 9: Plant Anatomy - Describe the internal 
structures of plants, including roots, stems, leaves, and 
their functions. 

 Group 10: Plant Genetics - Investigate plant genetics, 
including topics like genetic modification and the 
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breeding of new plant varieties. 

 Assign each of these topics to a different group, 
and have them research and present their 
findings to the class or group members. This will 
allow everyone to learn about various aspects of 
botany and share their knowledge with others 

 Groups will work together to create a simplified 
explanation of their assigned concept.  

 Encourage the use of analogies, 
metaphors, and simple language. 

 In their groups, students should 
brainstorm ways to simplify their 
assigned concept. 

 Encourage them to think of 
everyday analogies or metaphors 
that relate to the concept. 

 Photosynthesis: 

 Analogy: "Think of 
photosynthesis as a plant's 
kitchen. The plant takes in 
sunlight, like a chef using a 
stove, and mixes it with water 
and air to cook up food 
(glucose) for itself. Just like 
we need food to survive, 
plants need glucose for 
energy and growth." 

 Plant Taxonomy: 
 Metaphor: "Plant taxonomy is 

like a big family tree for 
plants. Just like how we have 
our family tree with parents, 
grandparents, and cousins, 
plants also have a family tree 
that helps scientists organize 
them into different groups 
based on their similarities 
and differences." 

 Plant Adaptations: 
 Analogy: "Plants are like 

superheroes when it comes 
to adapting to their 
environment. Just like how 
Batman has his gadgets and 
tools to survive different 
situations, plants have special 
features like spiky cacti or 
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thick leaves to survive in hot, 
dry deserts." 

 Plant Reproduction: 
 Metaphor: "Plant 

reproduction is like making 
copies of a favorite book. 
Some plants make new plants 
by taking a piece of 
themselves, just like 
photocopying a page from a 
book, and growing a new 
plant from it." 

 Ethnobotany: 
 Analogy: "Ethnobotany is like 

uncovering ancient recipes. 
It's about studying how 
people from different 
cultures have used plants as 
ingredients in their special 
dishes or medicines, like a 
cookbook passed down 
through generations." 

 Plant Growth Hormones: 
 Metaphor: "Plant growth 

hormones are like traffic 
signals for plants. Just like 
traffic lights tell cars when to 
stop, go, or turn, these 
hormones tell plants when to 
grow taller, bloom, or branch 
out." 

 Plant Diseases: 
 Analogy: "Plant diseases are 

like the flu for plants. Just like 
we can catch a cold, plants 
can catch diseases that make 
them sick. We need to take 
care of them, just like we do 
for ourselves." 

 Seed Dispersal: 
 Metaphor: "Seed dispersal is 

like sending out invitations to 
a party. Plants create seeds 
and use various methods like 
the wind carrying them or 
animals eating and spreading 
them to invite new plants to 
grow in different places." 
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 Plant Anatomy: 
 Analogy: "Plant anatomy is 

like building a house. Roots 
are like the foundation, stems 
are the walls, and leaves are 
the windows that let in 
sunlight. Just as a house 
needs these parts to stand 
strong, plants also need them 
to thrive." 

 Plant Genetics: 
 Metaphor: "Plant genetics is 

like mixing paint colors. Just 
as you can create new colors 
by mixing different paints, 
scientists can create new 
plant varieties by combining 
the genes of different plants 
to get unique traits." 

 Allocate a specific amount of time for each group's 
presentation, depending on the complexity of their assigned 
concept (e.g., 5-7 minutes per group). 

 Arrange the classroom with seating for the audience, 
and make sure each group has a designated area to 
present. 

 Have each group take turns presenting their simplified 
concept to the class. 

 Encourage them to use visual aids like diagrams, 
charts, or props to enhance their explanations. 

 Remind the groups to use their chosen analogies 
or metaphors to make the concept more 
accessible. 

 After each presentation, allow the class to ask questions for 
clarification. Encourage participation and discussion. 

 Provide each student with a small piece of paper or a 
voting card. 

 Instruct students to write down the name or number of 
the group they think did the best job simplifying their 
botanical concept and making it easy to understand. 

 Have students submit their votes in a designated 
collection box or area. 

 Count the votes to determine which group 
received the most votes for the clearest 
presentation. 

 After tallying the votes, announce the group that 
received the most votes for making the concept easiest 
to understand. 

 Engage the class in a discussion about what made the 
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winning presentation effective. 
 Ask students to share their thoughts on which 

analogies or metaphors were particularly helpful 
in understanding the concept. 

 Encourage students to reflect on the importance 
of simplifying complex ideas for better 
comprehension. 

 Why is it important to make complex ideas 
simpler and more accessible, especially in 
scientific topics like botany? 

 How did the use of analogies and 
metaphors during the presentations today 
help you better understand the botanical 
concepts? 
 Think about a time when you struggled to 
grasp a complex idea or concept. How would 
having a simplified explanation or analogy 
have made it easier for you to understand? 
 Imagine you were explaining a complex 
botanical concept to a younger sibling or 
friend who knows nothing about the topic. 
How would you simplify it for them? 
 Consider the role of clear communication 
in science and advocacy. Why is it essential for 
scientists and advocates to convey their ideas 
in a way that the general public can 
understand? 
 Reflect on the real-world examples 
discussed today where scientific evidence 
influenced conservation policies. How might 
these policies have been different if the 
scientific information had not been simplified 
and communicated effectively to policymakers 
and the public? 
 How can the skill of simplifying complex 
ideas be valuable beyond the classroom, in 
your future career or daily life? 
 Do you think there are situations where 
simplification might oversimplify or distort the 
truth? When might it be important to balance 
simplicity with accuracy in communication? 
 Consider the role of patience and empathy 
when explaining complex ideas to others. How 
can understanding the perspective of your 
audience help you simplify concepts 
effetively? 
 What strategies or techniques have you 
learned today that you can apply in the future 
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to make complex topics more understandable, 
whether in school or in other areas of life? 

Rhetoric in Environmental Advocacy—(Elaborate) 
 Begin with a discussion on why plants and ecosystems are essential for our 

environment and well-being.  
 plants and ecosystems are the foundation of life on Earth. They provide 

numerous ecological, environmental, economic, and social benefits, making 
their conservation and protection essential for the health and well-being of 
our planet and all its inhabitants.  

 Ask students to share their thoughts and experiences with nature.  
 Discuss the idea that words have power.  

 The power of words cannot be underestimated. They are a 
fundamental tool in human communication, influencing how we think, 
feel, and act. Recognizing the power of words is essential for effective 
communication, responsible journalism, ethical leadership, and 
promoting positive social change. It underscores the importance of 
using language thoughtfully and responsibly to convey ideas, values, 
and messages.  

 Influence and Persuasion: Words have the power to influence 
people's thoughts, beliefs, and actions. They can persuade 
individuals to adopt specific viewpoints, make certain decisions, 
or take particular actions. This persuasive power is evident in 
advertising, political speeches, and social movements. 

 Emotional Impact: Words can evoke strong emotions in people. 
They can make individuals feel happy, sad, inspired, angry, or 
motivated. For example, a well-crafted story or a heartfelt 
message can touch the emotions of readers or listeners. 

 Shaping Perceptions: Words shape how people perceive the 
world around them. They can create positive or negative 
images of individuals, groups, or issues. The media, for instance, 
can influence public perceptions by using specific language to 
describe events or people. 

 Empowerment and Inspiration: Words can empower and inspire 
individuals to take action, pursue their goals, and effect positive 
change. Inspirational quotes, speeches, and stories often serve 
as sources of motivation. 

 Communication of Ideas: Words are the primary means through 
which people communicate complex ideas and information. 
They enable the transfer of knowledge, culture, and history 
from one generation to the next. 

 Resolution of Conflicts: Effective communication and the choice 
of words can be critical in resolving conflicts peacefully. 
Diplomacy, negotiation, and conflict resolution often rely on 
skilled language use. 

 Cultural Significance: Words carry cultural significance and can 
shape cultural identity. The languages we speak, the stories we 
tell, and the words we use reflect our cultural heritage and 
values. 
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 Legal and Ethical Implications: The legal system and ethical 
codes recognize the power of words. Defamation, hate speech, 
and incitement to violence are examples of situations where the 
use of words can have legal and ethical consequences. 

 Education and Learning: Words are the building blocks of 
education and learning. They enable individuals to acquire 
knowledge, develop critical thinking skills, and engage in 
intellectual discourse. 

 Social Change: Throughout history, words and language have 
played a crucial role in driving social and political change. Think 
of famous speeches like Martin Luther King Jr.'s "I Have a 
Dream" speech, which played a pivotal role in the civil rights 
movement. 

 Explain that how we communicate about plants and the environment can 
influence how people think and act 

 How we communicate about plants and the environment can shape 
people's attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. Effective communication can 
inspire individuals to become stewards of the environment, encourage 
sustainable practices, and drive positive change at personal, 
community, and global levels. It underscores the importance of using 
language thoughtfully and strategically to promote environmental 
conservation and sustainability. 

 Now that we understand how communication plays a pivotal 
role in influencing attitudes and behaviors towards the 
environment, let's delve into a real-world example to see this in 
action. We'll explore how language choices have evolved over 
time in climate advocacy. This activity will shed light on the 
power of words and how they can shape public opinion and 
drive change."  

 Have students read the Grist article on Frank Luntz and 
climate advocacy in small groups. 

 https://grist.org/article/the-gops-most-famous-
messaging-strategist-calls-for-climate-action/  

 SUMMARY:  In a Senate testimony, Republican 
pollster Frank Luntz shared a personal experience 
that highlighted the growing impact of climate 
change. He woke up to an emergency evacuation 
warning due to the Skirball Fire, which destroyed 
parts of Southern California in December 2017. 
This encounter with extreme weather made the 
climate crisis personal for Luntz. 

 Luntz, known for his messaging strategies that 
influenced Republican policies and conservative 
campaigns, acknowledged the reality of climate 
change during his testimony. He emphasized the 
rising sea levels, melting ice caps, and increasingly 
severe weather events as evidence of the crisis. 

 He was one of three Republicans invited to speak 
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to the Special Committee on the Climate Crisis, 
emphasizing the importance of breaking down 
partisan barriers to take action on climate change. 
Luntz's testimony aligns with a changing 
landscape where some Republican voters are 
shifting their stance on environmental issues. 

 Luntz played a role in politicizing environmental 
issues during President George W. Bush's first 
term, advising the use of language that 
downplayed climate change. However, he now 
offers his messaging services to support climate 
action, urging policymakers to prioritize 
nonpartisan solutions. 

 During his testimony, Luntz provided a chart of 
recommended language to effectively 
communicate climate action, emphasizing words 
like "cleaner," "safer," and "healthier" while 
discouraging terms like "sustainability." He also 
suggested framing climate action as a "no-regrets 
strategy" that would yield multiple benefits, even 
if climate scientists were wrong. 

 Luntz emphasized the importance of 
personalizing the message about climate change, 
asking the audience if they knew someone who 
had lost property due to extreme weather events. 
He suggested that most people would be willing 
to invest in solutions that prevent such losses. 

 Overall, Luntz's testimony reflects a shifting 
perspective on climate change and the 
recognition that effective communication plays a 
crucial role in addressing this global challenge. 

 Discussion: Lead a class discussion about the article's main points, 
focusing on how language choices in climate advocacy have changed 
over time. 

 Begin by asking students if they noticed any language choices 
mentioned in the article that were used in early climate 
advocacy efforts. Encourage them to share specific terms or 
phrases. 

 Discuss why these terms might have been chosen and 
how they influenced public perception. 

 Explore the article's description of Frank Luntz's change 
of perspective on climate change language.  

 Ask students to explain why he shifted from using 
terms like "global warming" to "climate change." 

 Discuss whether this shift was due to changing 
public opinion or new scientific findings. 

 Engage students in a conversation about the power of words in 
shaping public perception. 
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  Ask them to share examples of how language can 
influence their own thoughts and opinions. 

 Encourage students to consider how words 
like "climate change" and "global warming" 
might evoke different reactions and 
associations. 

 Discuss the chart provided in the article that offers 
"words to use and words to lose" in climate advocacy.  

 Ask students which terms they find most 
persuasive and why. 

 Prompt a conversation about how 
language can be a tool for motivating 
people to take action on climate issues. 

 Explore the idea of personalization in climate 
communication, as suggested by Luntz.  

 Ask students if they think personal stories 
and examples can be effective in conveying 
the urgency of climate change. 

 Discuss how framing climate action as a "no-regrets 
strategy" can appeal to a broader audience. 

 Refer to the article's mention of changing public opinion, 
particularly among some Republican voters.  

 Ask students if they have observed shifts in 
attitudes toward climate change in their own 
communities or families. 

 Encourage students to consider how 
language choices might contribute to 
changing public opinion. 

 Conclude the discussion by reflecting on the role 
of language in advocacy.  

 Ask students to share their thoughts on 
whether they believe language can be a 
powerful tool for driving change. 

 Challenge students to think about how 
they might use language to advocate for 
causes they care about. 

 Divide students into small groups. 
 Provide each group with a section of the article to 
analyze.  

 Introduction: 
 The opening paragraph describing Frank 
Luntz's personal experience with the Skirball 
Fire. 
 Mention of Luntz's role in political 
messaging and climate advocacy. 

 Luntz's Testimony: 
 Luntz's statement during his Senate 

testimony about the climate crisis and its 
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personal impact. 
 Changing Republican Perspectives: 

 Discussion of Republican voters' changing 
attitudes toward environmental policy. 

 The role of extreme weather events in 
influencing these changes. 

 Luntz's Role in Environmental Messaging: 
 Frank Luntz's historical role in crafting 

messaging strategies for Republicans. 
 Reference to his memo during President 

George W. Bush's first term on 
environmental communications. 

 Luntz's Shift in Perspective: 
 Luntz's acknowledgment of his past role in 

framing climate change discussions. 
 His commitment to helping Democrats on 

the climate committee. 
 Luntz's Advice on Messaging: 

 The chart provided by Luntz with "words to 
use and words to lose" in climate advocacy. 

 The rationale behind his suggested 
language choices. 

 The Importance of Personalization and Framing: 
 Luntz's recommendation to personalize 

climate action and frame it as a "no-regrets 
strategy." 

 The potential impact of this approach on 
public perception. 

 Luntz's Past Involvement with Environmental 
Messaging: 

 Luntz's collaboration with the 
Environmental Defense Fund in 2010 on 
clean energy messaging. 

 His views on environmentalists and their 
communication style. 

 Highlighting the Impact of Extreme Weather: 
 Luntz's question to the audience about 

personal experiences with extreme weather 
events. 

 The potential for such experiences to drive 
action on climate change. 

 Ask students to identify key terms and phrases related to 
plant sustainability and discuss their potential impact. 

 Climate Crisis: 
 Potential Impact: Conveys the urgency of 
addressing climate change, which is closely 
linked to plant sustainability as changing 
climate patterns can affect plant growth and 
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ecosystems. 
 Clean Energy: 

 Potential Impact: Promotes the transition 
to renewable energy sources, reducing the 
environmental impact on plant life and 
ecosystems associated with fossil fuel 
extraction and combustion. 

 No-Regrets Strategy: 
 Potential Impact: Encourages policies and 

actions that benefit the environment, 
including plant sustainability, even if 
climate change were not a significant 
concern. 

 Extreme Weather Events: 
 Potential Impact: Highlights the impact of 

climate change on weather patterns, 
including increased frequency and severity 
of events that can harm plant ecosystems. 

 Environmental Protection: 
 Potential Impact: Emphasizes the 

importance of protecting natural 
environments, including plant habitats, as 
part of broader climate advocacy. 

 Economic Growth vs. Environmental Protection: 
 Potential Impact: Addresses the balance 

between economic development and the 
need to safeguard plant sustainability and 
natural resources, fostering discussions on 
sustainable practices. 

 Water Resources: 
 Potential Impact: Discusses the 

conservation and sustainable management 
of water resources, essential for plant 
growth and maintaining healthy 
ecosystems. 

 Cleaner Air and Water: 
 Potential Impact: Highlights the benefits of 

climate action, such as reduced air 
pollution and improved water quality, 
which directly impact plant health and 
sustainability. 

 Conservation Efforts: 
 Potential Impact: Encourages the 

protection and restoration of natural 
habitats, including plant ecosystems, as 
part of broader climate mitigation and 
adaptation strategies. 

 Sustainable Practices: 
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 Potential Impact: Advocates for environmentally 
friendly practices that reduce the negative impact 
on plant life and ecosystems while addressing 
climate change. 

 While the article's primary focus is on 
climate advocacy, these terms and phrases 
indirectly relate to plant sustainability by 
addressing the broader environmental 
context in which plants thrive. 

 Climate change and its associated impacts 
on weather patterns, ecosystems, and 
natural resources are closely tied to the 
health and sustainability of plant life. 

 Hand out the worksheet with critical thinking questions related 
to the article. Have students work individually or in pairs to answer 
the questions.  

 Worksheet: Critical Thinking Questions on Climate 
Advocacy and Language Choices  

 Review and discuss their responses as a class. 
 Encourage students to brainstorm words and phrases that can be used 
to promote plant sustainability. Write their ideas on the board or a shared 
document. 

 Prompt them to think about positive, empowering, and 
motivating language. 
 Emphasize that the words and phrases we choose can inspire 
people to care for and protect plant life and ecosystems.  
 Examples of Positive Words and Phrases: 

 Thriving Ecosystems: This phrase conveys the idea of 
healthy, diverse plant life in balanced ecosystems. 
 Green Harmony: It suggests a balanced and sustainable 
coexistence between humans and nature. 
 Abundant Biodiversity: Emphasizes the richness of plant 
species within an ecosystem. 
 Nature's Stewards: Highlights the role of individuals and 
communities in caring for plant life. 
 Sustainable Green Practices: Encourages eco-friendly 
Facilitate a discussion on the potential impact of positive vs. 
negative language in advocacy. 

 Ask students to consider how positive language can inspire 
action and foster a sense of responsibility. 

 Discussion Points: 
 Positive Language: Discuss how positive language 
tends to motivate and inspire. It can create a sense of 
hope and encourage individuals to take sustainable 
actions. 
 Negative Language: Highlight that negative 
language, while sometimes necessary to address 
challenges, can also lead to feelings of despair or 
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helplessness. It may not be as effective in motivating 
action. 
 Balanced Approach: Encourage a balanced 
approach where negative language is used to 
highlight problems but is followed by positive 
solutions and actions. 
 Emotional Impact: Discuss how both positive and 
negative language can have an emotional impact on 
people. Positive language often evokes a desire to be 
part of positive change. 

 Summarize the key takeaways from the discussion. 
 Emphasize that while there may be a need to 
address challenges and issues using negative 
language, focusing on positive and empowering 
language can be more effective in motivating people 
to engage in plant sustainability effortbehaviors and 
choices that support plant sustainability. 

 Creating Plant Sustainability Posters 
 Task: Divide the students into small groups (3-4 students per group). 
Each group's task is to create a persuasive poster illustrating the 
importance of plants in our environment and advocating for their 
protection. 
 Steps for Group Work: 

 Research and Brainstorming  
 Provide each group with access to reference materials or 
online resources to gather information about the 
significance of plants in the environment. 
 Encourage them to brainstorm key points and persuasive 
messages. 

 Assign roles within each group, such as a designer, a writer, and 
a presenter.  

 The designer will be responsible for the visual layout of 
the poster, while the writer will craft persuasive language.  
 Allow time for group members to sketch ideas on paper 
or digitally. 

 Each group should start creating their poster.  
 The content should include visuals (images or drawings 
of plants and their ecosystems) and persuasive language. 
Emphasize the use of positive and motivating language, as 
discussed earlier. 

 Groups should review their posters to ensure clarity and 
persuasiveness of language. They should also check for spelling 
and grammar errors. 

 After completing the posters, arrange them around the classroom for 
a gallery walk. 

 Each group will present their poster to the class, explaining 
their choice of language and the key messages they aimed to 
convey. 
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 Steps for Gallery Walk: 
 Set Up the Gallery: Display the posters in a well-
organized manner around the classroom, making sure they 
are easily visible. 

 Invite each group to present their poster to the class. The 
presenter should explain the following: 

 The central message of the poster (e.g., the importance 
of plants for clean air, biodiversity, or human well-being). 

 How they used persuasive language to convey their 
message. 

 Any specific words or phrases they selected to make 
their message more compelling. 

 Class Engagement: Encourage the class to ask questions and 
provide feedback after each presentation. Discuss what aspects 
of the posters were most effective in conveying the message. 

 Engage the class in a final discussion about the power of language in 
advocating for plants and how words can influence public opinion and 
policy. 

 Discussion Points: 
 Language Impact: Ask students to reflect on the 

presentations and discuss which posters effectively used 
persuasive language to advocate for plant sustainability. 

 Word Choices: Discuss the specific words or phrases that 
stood out in the posters and why they were impactful. 

 Audience Reactions: Encourage students to share their 
thoughts on how these posters might influence different 
audiences, including the general public, policymakers, 
and younger generations. 

 Policy and Action: Discuss the role of persuasive 
language in influencing policies related to plant 
sustainability and environmental conservation. 

 Empowerment: Encourage students to consider how they 
can use language and advocacy to make a positive 
impact on plant sustainability and broader 
environmental issues. 

 Final Thoughts: Conclude the discussion by summarizing 
the key takeaways from the activity and highlighting the 
importance of effective communication in advocating for 
plants and a sustainable environment. 
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Worksheet: Critical Thinking Questions on Climate Advocacy and Language Choices 

Name:______________________________________________ 

Date:_______________________________________________ 

Article Title: Frank Luntz's Testimony on Climate Advocacy 

Instructions: Read the article about Frank Luntz's testimony on climate advocacy carefully and answer the 

following questions thoughtfully. 

Comprehension Questions: 

1.1. What personal experience with extreme weather events led Frank Luntz to acknowledge the climate crisis 

during his testimony? 

1.2. How has Frank Luntz been involved in shaping political messaging and advocacy in the past? 

 

 Reflecting on Changing Perspectives: 

2.1. According to the article, why are some Republican voters changing their attitudes toward environmental 

policy? What evidence is provided to support this? 

2.2. How does Frank Luntz's testimony reflect a shift in his perspective on climate change and environmental 

messaging? 

 

Analyzing Language Choices: 

3.1. In his testimony, Frank Luntz provided a chart of "words to use and words to lose" in climate advocacy. 

Choose one set of words from the chart (e.g., "Cleaner, safer, healthier" vs. "Sustainable/sustainability"). Explain 

why you think these specific word choices were recommended and how they might influence public perception. 

3.2. Why does Luntz emphasize personalization and framing when communicating about climate change? Provide 

examples from the article that illustrate his points. 

 

The Power of Personal Experience: 

4.1. How does Frank Luntz use personal experiences, such as losing a home to a wildfire, to illustrate the urgency 

of climate action? Do you think personal stories are effective in conveying complex issues like climate change? 

Why or why not? 

4.2. Reflect on the question Luntz posed to the audience: "What would you be willing to pay to get that home 

back, to get that opportunity back, to get that life back?" How does this question impact the audience's 

perception of climate change? Discuss your thoughts. 
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Messaging for Climate Advocacy: 

5.1. Frank Luntz suggests that climate action should be framed as a "no-regrets strategy." What does he mean by 

this, and why might this framing be effective in convincing people to take action on climate change? 

5.2. Why does Luntz advise against using the term "sustainability" in climate messaging? What alternative terms 

does he recommend, and why do you think these alternatives were chosen? 

 

Personal Reflection: 

6.1. After reading the article and considering Frank Luntz's perspective, what are your thoughts on the role of 

language and messaging in climate advocacy? How do you believe language choices can influence public opinion and 

motivate action on climate change? 

6.2. In your opinion, should climate advocacy prioritize personal stories and emotional appeals, or should it rely more 

on scientific facts and data? Explain your reasoning. 

 

Action and Commitment: 

7.1. Imagine you are tasked with creating a climate advocacy campaign. Based on what you've learned from Frank 

Luntz's testimony, what key messaging strategies and language choices would you incorporate into your campaign to 

effectively communicate the urgency of climate action? Provide specific examples. 

 

Final Thoughts: 

8.1. Summarize the main takeaways from Frank Luntz's testimony and how they may impact the way climate change 

is discussed and addressed in society. 

8.2. In your own words, describe the importance of effective communication and messaging in raising awareness and 

driving action on complex global issues like climate change. 

 

 

Please answer the questions in complete sentences and provide thoughtful responses. Use additional paper if 

needed. 

 

 

 

Teacher's Note: Encourage students to engage in thoughtful discussions and reflections based on their answers to 

these critical thinking questions 
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Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability — Empirical Research Methods in Plant Sustainability  
 
Empirical Research Methods in Plant Sustainability —Educator Background Information 
 
As an educator leading the middle school unit on Empirical Research Methods in Plant Sustainability, 
it is crucial to have a comprehensive understanding of the key principles and content involved, as 
well as effective pedagogical strategies for imparting this knowledge to your students. 
 
Empirical research methods form the foundation of this unit. These methods involve the collection 
and analysis of data through direct observation or experimentation. It is essential to introduce your 
students to various types of reasoning, including inductive, abductive, and deductive reasoning. 
Inductive reasoning helps determine what is likely true, though it is not conclusive by itself. 
Abductive reasoning aids in identifying what is likely not true and relates to principles such as 
Occam's razor and extraordinary claims. Deductive reasoning, often referred to as "proof," 
establishes conclusions conclusively by eliminating other possibilities. These concepts are 
fundamental to the development of scientific theories. 
 
Empirical evidence is a core concept in this unit. It is data that is measurable, unbiased, and 
replicable. This type of evidence is crucial in scientific research and contributes to the formation of 
theories. Students should understand the distinction between empirical evidence and anecdotal 
evidence, which is based on limited cases and may not be corroborated, expressly measured, or 
unbiased. Logical fallacies should also be introduced, as they are common errors in reasoning that 
can mislead decision-makers. 
Climate change and its impact on plant sustainability are central to this unit. Climate change refers 
to long-term shifts in global weather patterns, primarily driven by human activities such as burning 
fossil fuels. It can significantly affect plant growth patterns, flowering times, and overall health. 
Studying these effects on plants is vital to understanding the broader ecological and societal 
consequences of climate change. 
Additionally, historical figures in climate science played pivotal roles in our understanding of climate 
change and the greenhouse effect. Names such as Jean-Baptiste Joseph Fourier, John Tyndall, John 
William Strutt, Caroline, and Frederick William Herschel, and Eunice Foote should be familiar to 
educators. Their contributions include insights into the greenhouse effect, heat absorption by gases, 
and the role of substances in climate processes. 
 
When implementing this unit, it is essential to adapt the content to the specific grade level and prior 
knowledge of your students. Encourage critical thinking and inquiry-based learning through 
discussions, research projects, and hands-on experiments. Address any misconceptions your 
students may have, particularly when distinguishing between anecdotal and empirical evidence. 
Creating an inclusive and open-minded classroom environment is crucial for discussing complex 
topics like climate change. 
Stay informed about current climate science research and the consensus among scientists regarding 
climate change. Familiarize yourself with available teaching materials, including textbooks, 
educational websites, and relevant scientific articles. Consider incorporating guest speakers or 
organizing field trips to provide real-world context for the unit's topics. 
By equipping yourself with a strong foundation in these concepts and resources, you will be well-
prepared to guide your middle school students through this engaging and informative unit on 
empirical research methods and plant sustainability in the context of climate change. 
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Real World Connections/Careers 
The knowledge and skills acquired through the unit on Empirical Research Methods in Plant 
Sustainability can be applied to various real-world careers. For instance, individuals pursuing a career 
in environmental science or ecology often utilize empirical research methods to study the impact of 
climate change on plant ecosystems. They conduct field research, gather data, and analyze it to 
understand how changing environmental conditions affect plant growth, biodiversity, and overall 
sustainability.  
 
Unit Objectives: 
By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
 Understand different types of reasoning and evidence (inductive, abductive, deductive, 

experiential/anecdotal, empirical). 
 Recognize and identify logical fallacies. 
 Investigate the effects of climate change on plant sustainability. 
 Explore historical figures and their contributions to climate science. 
 
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS): 
 MS-LS2-1: Analyze and interpret data to provide evidence for the effects of resource availability 

on organisms and populations of organisms in an ecosystem. 
 MS-LS2-2: Construct an argument supported by empirical evidence that changes to physical or 

biological components of an ecosystem affect populations. 
 
Vocabulary 
Empirical Evidence: Data that is measured, unbiased, and replicable, forming the basis for scientific 
conclusions. 
 
Inductive Reasoning: A method of reasoning that helps determine what is likely true but is not 
considered conclusive on its own. 
 
Abductive Reasoning: A form of reasoning that helps identify what is likely not true but is not 
conclusive by itself. 
 
Deductive Reasoning: Logical reasoning that determines conclusively what must be true by 
eliminating any other possibility. 
 
Anecdotal Evidence: Evidence based on a limited set of cases, often not corroborated or expressly 
measured, and may be biased. 
 
Logical Fallacies: Common errors in reasoning that can mislead decision-makers, often based on 
premises that seem reasonable but are not logically well-founded. A good identifier would be that 
these are assumptions, which are not inherently false, but falsely believed to be inherently true 
 
Scientific Theory: An unprovable interpretation, supported by a variety of empirical evidence from 
different sources, and largely undisputed among scientists. 
 
Climate Change: Long-term shifts in global weather patterns, including changes in temperature and 
precipitation, often driven by human activities like burning fossil fuels. 
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Plant Sustainability: The ability of plant populations to maintain or increase their numbers over time, 
taking into account environmental factors, including climate change. 
 
Botanist: A scientist who studies plants, their growth, classification, and relationships with the 
environment. 
 
Horticulturist: An expert in plant cultivation, including crop production, landscape design, and plant 
management. 
 
Ecology: The study of the interactions between living organisms and their environments, including 
ecosystems and their sustainability. 
 
Climatologist: A scientist who specializes in the study of climate patterns and changes over extended 
periods. 
 
Ecosystem: A community of living organisms interacting with one another and their non-living 
environment. 
 
Environmental Science: The interdisciplinary study of the environment, including the impact of 
human activities on the natural world. 
 
Biodiversity: The variety of plant and animal species within a particular habitat or on Earth as a 
whole. 
 
Greenhouse Effect: The process by which certain gases in Earth's atmosphere trap heat, leading to a 
warming effect. 
 
Carbon Footprint: The total amount of greenhouse gases emitted into the atmosphere as a result of 
human activities. 
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Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability —Empirical Research Methods in 
Plant Sustainability  (Engage) 
 
 Explain that the class will embark on a new unit focusing on plants, climate change, 

and empirical research methods. 
 Begin the lesson by capturing your students' attention with a captivating anecdote:  

 "Imagine, in a remote forest, hidden away from the bustling cities and noisy 
streets, there's a majestic tree. This tree, known as Methuselah, has been 
standing tall for nearly 4,849 years, making it one of the oldest living organisms 
on our planet. Yes, this tree has witnessed countless seasons, storms, and 
changes in our world's climate. 

 But here's the truly remarkable part: Methuselah isn't just an ancient tree; it's a 
living, breathing historian of our planet's climate history. This tree's rings, like 
the pages of a history book, record the stories of droughts, floods, and even 
the gentle touch of a warming world. Each ring tells a tale, and by studying 
them, scientists have unveiled the secrets of our Earth's past. 

 Today, we're embarking on an exciting journey to discover how plants, like 
Methuselah, can serve as nature's storytellers. We'll explore whether plants can 
reveal the hidden chapters of climate change. So, get ready to delve into the 
world of plants, climate, and curiosity as we explore the question: 'Can plants 
tell us about climate change?'" 

 Begin the lesson by posing the question: "Can plants tell us about climate change?" 
 Explain to students that this question will serve as the guiding theme for the 

upcoming unit and that they will explore it in-depth during the course of their 
studies. 

 Instruct students to take a moment to think about the question 
individually. 

  Encourage them to consider what they already know about 
plants and climate change and how these two topics might be 
connected. 

 Ask students to jot down their initial thoughts and any questions that 
come to mind in their notebooks.  

 Stress that there are no right or wrong answers at this point; you 
are interested in their initial ideas. 

 During this time, walk around the classroom, observing students' 
engagement with the question. You can make brief encouraging 
comments or ask clarifying questions to some students to ensure 
they are actively thinking about the topic.  

 As an option, you can invite a few students to share their initial thoughts 
with the class. This can serve as a way to gauge the diversity of 
perspectives within the classroom and create a sense of anticipation for 
the rest of the lesson.  

 Show a short, engaging video or a series of images depicting varied 
climate conditions and their impact on plant life.  

 "How Does Climate Change Impact Plants And Animals?" - This 
video provides insights into how climate change affects both 
plant and animal life, exploring their habitats and environmental 
changes. It's a great resource to introduce the topic and stimulate 
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student curiosity. Watch on YouTube 
 "Plant Productivity in a Warming World" - This video 

discusses how increased carbon dioxide levels and climate 
change have affected plant growth. It's useful for 
understanding the direct impacts of global warming on 
plant life. Watch on YouTube 

 "Effects of Climate Change on Plants" - Offering a more 
specific look at the effects of climate change on plants, this 
video can help students understand the broader ecological 
and societal consequences of these environmental changes. 
Watch on YouTube 

 These videos can help to visually illustrate the key 
concepts and real-world implications of climate 
change on plant sustainability 

 Pause at key moments to allow students to absorb 
the visuals and reflect on what they see.  

 Here are some suggestions on where to pause 
each video to maximize student engagement 
and reflection: 

 "How Does Climate Change Impact 
Plants And Animals?" 

 Beginning: Pause after the 
introduction to ask students 
what they already know or think 
about the impact of climate 
change on plants and animals. 

 Middle: Pause during a segment 
where a specific example of an 
affected species or habitat is 
shown. This can be a moment 
for students to reflect on the real
-world implications. 

 Conclusion: Pause at the end to 
encourage students to think 
about potential solutions or 
actions that could mitigate these 
impacts. 

 "Plant Productivity in a Warming 
World" 

 After Introduction of Key 
Concepts: Once the video 
introduces the idea of increased 
CO2 levels, pause to ask 
students how they think this 
might affect plant growth. 

 Case Studies or Graphs: If the 
video includes specific case 
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studies, graphs, or data, pausing 
after these sections can allow 
students to process and discuss 
the information. 

 Final Thoughts: A pause at the 
end for summarizing the key 
points and discussing what this 
means for the future of plant life 
and ecosystems. 

 "Effects of Climate Change on Plants" 

 Initial Explanation: After the 
initial explanation of how climate 
change affects plants, pause for 
a brief discussion or to check for 
understanding. 

 Towards the End: A final pause 
to discuss the broader ecological 
and societal consequences 
mentioned in the video, allowing 
students to connect these 
changes to larger environmental 
and human contexts. 

 Remember, the key to effective pauses is to 
encourage discussion, ask open-ended 
questions, and connect the content to the 
students' existing knowledge or experiences. 

 Emphasize that scientists use various methods to understand past climate 
patterns.  

 Pose the question to the class: "How do you think trees can help us 
learn about climate change?"  

 Show images or diagrams of tree cross-sections with visible rings. Explain 
that each ring represents one year of a tree's life.  
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 Begin this portion of the lesson by distributing tree cross-section 
samples to each student or group.  

 If actual tree cross-sections are not available, you can use 
high-quality images or diagrams of tree rings, printed on 
paper or displayed on a screen.  

 Provide each student or group with hand lenses or magnifying 
glasses, and explain how to use them safely and effectively to 
examine the tree rings. 

 Ask students to use the Tree Ring Analysis Data Collection 
Sheet to examine the tree rings using hand lenses or 
magnifying glasses and record their observations. 

 Encourage them to note the width, color, and any 
irregularities in the rings.  
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 Have students share their observations and discuss the 
potential relationship between tree rings and climate 
conditions.  

 Do you think plants can serve as indicators of climate 
change? Why or why not? 

 How do you think climate change affects plant life? 
 Can you identify any patterns or changes in the 

visuals you observed? 
 Conclude the lesson by summarizing the key takeaways and 

encouraging students to think about how this knowledge can be 
applied to real-world environmental issues. 

 How do you think climate change affects plant life? 
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Tree Ring Analysis Data Collection Sheet 

Student Name: ___________________ 

Date: ___________________ 

 

Observations: 

Number of Rings: 

Count the total number of rings and record the number here: _____ 

 

Ring Widths: 

Widest Ring: Measure the widest ring (mm): _____ 

[This indicates a period of favorable growth.]  

 

Narrowest Ring: Measure the narrowest ring (mm): _____ 

[This may suggest a challenging growth period.] 
 

Average Width: Estimate the average width of the rings (mm): _____ 

 
[Consider the overall health and growth patterns.] 
 

 

Color and Texture: 

Describe the color and texture of the rings: ________________________________ 

[Color and texture may provide insights into the tree's health and environmental conditions.]  

 

 

 

Ring Patterns: 

Note any patterns observed (e.g., areas of denser or wider rings): ____________ 

[Patterns could include areas of denser or wider rings, which may be linked to environmental factors.]  
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Irregularities: 

Record any irregularities or anomalies in the rings (e.g., broken, uneven): ______ 

[Irregularities could indicate disturbances in the tree's growth, such as fire damage.]  

 

 

Center of the Tree Cookie: 

Describe the appearance of the center area: ______________________________ 

[The central area may hold clues about the tree's early life and growth conditions.]  

 

 

Reflections and Hypotheses: 

What do your observations suggest about the environmental conditions during the 

life of this tree? (e.g., dry/wet years, fire events, etc.): 

[make hypotheses based on their observations.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Any additional notes or observations: 
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"Subtle Shifts in Nature: A Comparative View of Ecosystems Under the Influence of 

Climate Change" - This image presents a side-by-side comparison of two 

ecosystems, subtly illustrating the impacts of climate change. On the left, a 

moderately healthy environment is depicted with a variety of green trees, a few 

animals, and a gently flowing river, representing a balanced and thriving natural 

habitat. On the right, the scene subtly shifts to show the initial signs of climate 

change: a slight reduction in tree density, patches of dry grass, a river with lower 

water levels, and a decrease in animal presence. The contrast, while not stark, 

effectively conveys the gradual yet significant effects of climate change on our 

natural surroundings.  
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Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability —Empirical Research Methods 
in Plant Sustainability  (Explore) 
 
 Begin the lesson by asking students if they have ever heard the term "evidence" 

or if they know what it means.  
 Encourage them to share their thoughts and experiences related to 

evidence. 
 Guide the discussion towards the idea of evidence in everyday life and its 

importance in making informed decisions. 
 Here are some discussion questions to guide the discussion 

towards the idea of evidence in everyday life and its importance in 
making informed decisions: 

 Can you think of situations in your daily life where you've 
had to rely on evidence or information to make decisions? 
Share some examples. 

 How do you distinguish between reliable and unreliable 
information or evidence in your everyday experiences? 

 Imagine you want to buy a new electronic gadget, like a 
smartphone or a gaming console. What types of evidence or 
information would you consider before making your 
purchase? 

 In what ways does evidence help us make informed 
decisions? Can you think of an example where a lack of 
evidence might lead to poor decision-making? 

 Think about health-related decisions, like choosing between 
different foods or deciding whether to exercise. What role 
does evidence play in making choices that promote a 
healthy lifestyle? 

 Have you ever encountered a situation where someone 
presented you with information that turned out to be false 
or misleading? How did you discover it was inaccurate, and 
why was it important to do so? 

 Consider the role of evidence in solving mysteries or crimes. 
How does evidence help investigators piece together what 
happened in a particular case? 

 In what ways is the scientific method, which relies heavily on 
empirical evidence, similar to or different from how we 
gather evidence in everyday life? 

 Why is it important to have reliable evidence when 
discussing controversial topics, such as climate change or 
public health issues? How can misinformation or lack of 
evidence impact public opinion and policy decisions? 

 Can you think of a historical event or discovery that was 
made possible because of strong empirical evidence? What 
impact did that event or discovery have on society? 

 Define "empirical evidence" as evidence that is based on direct 
observation or experience, and explain its significance in 
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scientificinvestigations. 
 Discuss why empirical evidence is significant in scientific 

investigations: 
 It provides real-world data that can be used to support or 

refute hypotheses. 
 It is essential for making objective and unbiased conclusions. 
 It allows for the replication of experiments by other scientists to 

verify results. 
 Introduce the hands-on plant growth experiment as a way to collect 

empirical evidence. 
 Explain that students will be conducting experiments to collect 

data on plant growth under different conditions, applying the 
concept of empirical evidence. 

 Review the scientific method with students, emphasizing the 
importance of making observations, forming hypotheses, 
conducting experiments, and collecting data. 

 Begin by explaining that the scientific method is a 
systematic approach that scientists use to investigate 
and answer questions about the natural world. 

 Emphasize that the scientific method is not limited to 
just scientists; anyone can use it to solve problems and 
make informed decisions. 

 Making Observations  
 Discuss the importance of observations in 

science. Explain that observations involve 
using our senses or instruments to gather 
information about the world around us. 

 Provide examples of everyday observations 
and their relevance to scientific research 
(e.g., noticing a plant wilting and wanting 
to know why). 

 Forming Hypotheses  
 Define a hypothesis as a testable 

explanation or educated guess that can be 
used to answer a specific question or make 
a prediction. 

 Give examples of hypotheses and explain 
that they should be based on prior 
knowledge and observations. 

 Emphasize that hypotheses should be 
clear, specific, and falsifiable, meaning they 
can be proven false through 
experimentation. 

 Conducting Experiments 
 Explain that experiments are controlled 

tests designed to investigate the validity of 
a hypothesis. 

 Discuss the importance of controlled 
variables (constants) to ensure that only 
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the variable of interest is being tested. 
 Use an example related to the plant 

growth experiment mentioned in your 
lesson plan to illustrate how experiments 
are set up and conducted. 

 Collecting Data  
 Describe data as the information collected 

during experiments that can be used to 
support or reject the hypothesis. 

 Explain the importance of accurate and 
unbiased data collection, as well as the use 
of appropriate tools and measurements. 

 Discuss the different types of data 
(qualitative and quantitative) and how they 
are recorded. 

 Discussion and Summarize the key steps of the scientific 
method, emphasizing that it is a cyclical process where results 
can lead to new questions and hypotheses. 

 Engage the students in a discussion by asking questions 
such as: 

 Why is it important to follow a systematic approach like 
the scientific method when conducting experiments? 

 How does the scientific method help us avoid bias and 
ensure our results are reliable? 

 Can you think of any famous scientific discoveries that 
were made using the scientific method? 

 Provide students with an experimental design worksheet and guide 
them through the process of designing their plant growth 
experiments. 

 To investigate how different environmental factors 
(independent variables) affect the growth and development of 
bean plants (dependent variables). 

 Specifically, students aim to determine the impact of 
varying light intensity, water levels, and temperature on 
plant growth. 

 Discuss the variables they will be manipulating (e.g., light, 
water, temperature) and the ones they will be measuring (e.g., 
plant height, leaf count, color). 

 Ensure that each student or group has a clear experimental 
plan. 

 Research Question: 
 "How do different environmental conditions, 

including light intensity, water levels, and 
temperature, influence the growth of bean 
plants?" 

 Hypothesis: 
 Students will formulate hypotheses predicting the 

expected outcomes based on their understanding 
of how these environmental conditions affect 
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plant growth. For example, they may predict that: 
 Bean plants exposed to higher light 

intensity will grow taller. 
 Excessive watering may lead to stunted 

growth. 
 Lower temperatures may slow down the 

growth rate. 
 Variables: 

 Independent Variables: Factors students 
manipulate in the experiment, including light 
intensity, water levels, and temperature. 

 Dependent Variables: Measurements or 
observations taken to assess plant growth, such 
as plant height, leaf count, and possibly leaf color. 

 Experimental Groups: 
 Students will set up different experimental 

groups, each subjected to varying levels of the 
independent variables: 

 Control Group: Experiencing standard or normal 
environmental conditions. 

 Experimental Groups: Experiencing different 
combinations of light, water, and temperature 
conditions to test their effects. 

 Constants: 
 Factors that remain the same across all 

experimental groups to ensure a fair comparison, 
such as using the same type of bean plant, soil, 
and pot size. 

 Through these experiments, students aim to 
determine how changes in environmental 
conditions impact the growth and development 
of bean plants. They will collect data on plant 
height, leaf count, and potentially other 
observations to draw conclusions about the 
effects of light, water, and temperature on plant 
growth. This investigation allows students to 
apply the scientific method to explore and 
understand the role of empirical evidence in 
scientific research. 

 When selecting potted plants for a 
classroom experiment or study, it's 
essential to consider factors such as ease 
of care, rapid growth, and adaptability to 
different environmental conditions. Here 
are some good potted plants that are 
commonly used for scientific experiments 
and are suitable for classroom studies: 

 Bean Plants (Phaseolus vulgaris): 
Bean plants are a classic choice for 
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experiments due to their rapid 
growth and sensitivity to 
environmental changes. They are 
commonly used to study concepts 
such as phototropism and the effect 
of light on plant growth. 

 Radishes (Raphanus sativus): 
Radishes are fast-growing and can 
be used to study factors like light, 
water, and temperature's impact on 
plant development. They have a 
short life cycle, which allows for 
quick observations and data 
collection. 

 Lettuce (Lactuca sativa): Lettuce is 
another fast-growing plant that can 
be used to investigate how different 
conditions affect its growth and leaf 
formation. It's suitable for studying 
factors like light and water levels. 

 Marigolds (Tagetes spp.): Marigolds 
are often chosen for experiments 
because of their colorful flowers and 
relatively quick growth. They can be 
used to study factors like soil 
composition, nutrient availability, 
and the impact of various 
conditions on flowering. 

 Basil (Ocimum basilicum): Basil is a 
commonly grown herb that is easy 
to care for and grows relatively 
quickly. It can be used to explore 
the effects of different factors, such 
as light and water, on herb growth. 

 Coleus (Plectranthus scutellarioides): 
Coleus plants come in various 
colorful varieties and are suitable for 
studying the impact of light on 
plant pigmentation and growth 
patterns. 

 Sunflowers (Helianthus annuus): 
Sunflowers are larger plants that can 
be used to study phototropism and 
the effect of light direction on plant 
growth. They provide a visual and 
engaging experience for students. 

 Spider Plants (Chlorophytum 
comosum): Spider plants are hardy 
and adaptable, making them 
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suitable for experiments on factors 
like indoor air quality and the 
effects of different potting soils. 

 Peppermint (Mentha × piperita): 
Peppermint is a fragrant herb that 
can be used to investigate the 
influence of environmental 
conditions on herb growth, 
including light and water. 

 Tomatoes (Solanum lycopersicum): 
While tomatoes may require more 
care than some other options, they 
are great for studying plant growth, 
flowering, and fruit development, 
especially in more extended 
experiments. 

 Wisconsin Fast Plants (Brassica rapa) 
are small, fast-growing plants with a 
short life cycle, making them ideal 
for classroom experiments. They 
typically reach a height of 20-30 
centimeters and produce yellow 
flowers, making them highly 
suitable for investigations involving 
rapid growth and environmental 
sensitivity.  

 Conducting the Experiment (variable time, depending on plant 
growth) 

 In the subsequent days, have students set up their plant growth 
experiments according to their experimental design plans. 

 Students should make daily observations and record data in 
their notebooks or data collection sheets. 

 Encourage them to measure and document any changes in 
plant growth and appearance. 

 Hve students compile their data and create graphs or 
charts to visually represent their findings. 

 Explain that they will analyze the data they've collected and 
discuss their findings. 

 Have students gather their recorded data, ensuring it's 
complete and organized. 

 Emphasize the importance of precision in measurements 
and data recording. 

 Provide guidance on creating graphs or charts to 
represent their data visually. 

 Explain how to label axes, choose 
appropriate scales, and use different graph 
types. 

 Encourage creativity in graph design. 
 Encouraging creativity in graph 
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design is a valuable skill for 
students, as it allows them to 
convey data more effectively and 
make their presentations visually 
engaging. Here are some strategies 
to foster creativity in graph design: 

 Multiple Graph Types: Introduce 
students to various types of graphs, 
such as bar graphs, line graphs, 
scatter plots, and pie charts. Explain 
the strengths and weaknesses of 
each type for different data 
presentations. Encourage them to 
choose the graph type that best 
suits their data and research 
question. 

 Color and Visual Elements: 
Encourage the use of color to 
highlight specific data points or 
trends. Discuss how color can 
convey meaning and enhance 
understanding. Additionally, 
suggest the use of visual elements 
like shapes, symbols, or icons to 
represent data points creatively. 

 Titles and Labels: Emphasize the 
importance of clear and descriptive 
titles, axis labels, and legends. 
Encourage students to use concise 
and informative labels that help the 
audience understand the graph 
without needing additional 
explanations. 

 Grids and Scales: Discuss the 
significance of choosing appropriate 
gridlines and scales for the graph. 
Teach students how adjusting the 
scale can emphasize or de-
emphasize certain aspects of the 
data. 

 Data Visualization Tools: Introduce 
students to digital tools and 
software (e.g., Microsoft Excel, 
Google Sheets, or data visualization 
software) that allow for more 
advanced graph customization. 
These tools often provide options 
for custom colors, shapes, and 
styles. 
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 Annotating and Highlighting: 
Encourage students to annotate 
their graphs with additional 
information, explanations, or key 
observations. They can use arrows, 
text boxes, or callouts to draw 
attention to specific data points or 
trends. 

 Consistency and Simplicity: Stress 
the importance of consistency in 
graph design. Encourage students 
to maintain a consistent color 
scheme and style throughout their 
presentation. Simplicity in design 
often leads to clearer and more 
effective communication of data. 

 Organize students into small groups, ideally with those who explored 
similar variables. 

 Instruct them to share their findings, discuss patterns or trends 
in the data, and identify any unexpected results. 

 Encourage critical thinking by asking probing questions about 
their observations. 

 some discussion questions you can use to facilitate a 
productive group discussion when students are sharing 
their findings and analyzing patterns or trends in their 
data: 

 What were the key objectives of your experiment, and 
did you achieve your research goals? 

 Can you identify any patterns or trends in your 
data? Were there noticeable changes over time or 
among different experimental groups? 
 Were there any unexpected or surprising results 
in your experiment that you didn't anticipate? How 
do you explain these outcomes? 
 Did you notice any variations or inconsistencies 
among the data collected by different group 
members within your small group? How can you 
account for these differences? 
 How do your findings align with your initial 
hypotheses? Were there any instances where your 
hypotheses were supported, refuted, or partially 
supported? 
 Were there any challenges or difficulties you 
encountered during data collection or analysis? How 
did you address these challenges? 
 Did you observe any outliers or data points that 
seemed to deviate significantly from the overall 
trends? What might explain these outliers? 
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 Did you make any interesting observations 
beyond the data you collected? For example, did 
you notice changes in plant behavior or 
appearance that were not part of your initial 
measurements? 

 How might the specific conditions you tested in 
your experiment relate to real-world scenarios or 
applications? Can you draw any practical 
conclusions from your findings? 

 If you were to repeat the experiment with 
additional resources or time, what modifications 
or improvements would you consider making to 
enhance the validity of your results? 

 How do your findings contribute to our 
understanding of the impact of [variable being 
studied] on plant growth? What broader 
implications might your results have? 

 How does your group's experiment compare with 
the experiments conducted by other groups 
studying different variables? Are there any 
commonalities or differences in the patterns 
observed? 

 Have each student or group prepare a presentation summarizing their 
experiment. 

 Encourage them to include the research question, hypothesis, 
methods, key findings, and any graphs or charts. 

 Limit presentations to a specific time frame. 
 Encourage other students to ask questions or provide 

feedback after each presentation. 
 Facilitate a brief class discussion after all 

presentations are complete. 
 What were some common trends or 

patterns that emerged from the 
experiments presented today? Were there 
any overarching similarities in the data 
across different groups? 

 Can you identify any notable variations or 
differences in the findings among the 
various experiments? What factors might 
explain these variations? 

 How do the findings of these experiments 
relate to the concept of empirical research 
methods? What aspects of the experiments 
were empirical in nature, and why is 
empirical evidence important in scientific 
inquiry? 

 Consider the experiments collectively. How 
might the data collected by the different 
groups contribute to our understanding of 
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plant growth in the context of a changing 
climate? 

 In what ways do the experiments and their 
findings have implications for our 
understanding of how environmental 
factors, such as light, water, and 
temperature, interact with changing 
climate conditions? 

 How might the results of these 
experiments be relevant to real-world 
scenarios where plant growth and 
agriculture are affected by climate change? 

 Discuss the role of empirical evidence in 
addressing environmental challenges like 
climate change. Why is it essential to rely 
on empirical data when making decisions 
about the environment and sustainability? 

 Reflect on the potential applications of the 
empirical evidence generated by these 
experiments. How could this evidence 
inform decisions related to agriculture, 
conservation, or mitigation of climate 
change effects? 

 Consider the broader context of climate 
change adaptation and mitigation efforts. 
How might the scientific process, as 
demonstrated in these experiments, 
contribute to evidence-based strategies for 
addressing climate-related challenges? 

 Encourage students to think critically about 
how the findings from these experiments 
can inform environmentally responsible 
actions or policy decisions related to a 
changing climate. 

 Conclude the lesson by emphasizing the significance of empirical 
evidence in scientific research and decision-making. 

 Summarizing the key concept of empirical evidence. Define it 
as information gathered through observation and 
experimentation, highlighting its central role in scientific 
research. 

 Link to Real-World Relevance  
 Discuss the real-world relevance of empirical 

evidence, particularly in addressing pressing 
issues like climate change. Explain how empirical 
data helps scientists understand and respond to 
complex environmental challenges. 

 Decision-Making  
 Emphasize that empirical evidence serves as a 

foundation for informed decision-making in 
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various fields, not just science. It guides 
policymakers, businesses, and individuals in 
making choices that impact society and the 
environment. 

 Clear Communication  
 Stress the importance of clear communication of 

findings. Explain that presenting data effectively is 
a crucial skill, whether it's in a classroom setting 
or in the scientific community. 

 Inspire students by emphasizing that they have taken their first steps 
as scientists and researchers by conducting these experiments. 
Encourage them to remain curious and continue exploring the world 
through empirical research. 

 Open Discussion  
 Open the floor for students to share their thoughts on the 

importance of empirical evidence and clear communication in 
science and decision-making. Encourage them to express how 
today's experiments have influenced their understanding. 
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Experimental Design Worksheet: Plant Growth Experiment 

Student Name(s): _______________________________________________ 

Date: __________________________________________________________ 

 

Research Question: (What are you trying to investigate?)  

 

Hypothesis: (What do you predict will happen?) 

 

Variables: 

Independent Variable: (What will you change or manipulate in your 

experiment?) 

Example: Light intensity, water amount, temperature 

 

Independent Variable: _________________________________ 

 

 

Dependent Variable: (What will you measure or observe to collect data?) 

Example: Plant height, leaf count, leaf color 

 

Dependent Variable(s): _________________________________ 

 

 

Experimental Groups: 

Control Group: (Describe the group that will receive the standard or no 

changes) 

Example: Plants kept in normal sunlight, regular watering, and room temperature 

 

Control Group: ___________________________________________ 

 

Experimental Group(s): (Describe the groups that will receive different 
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conditions) 

Example: Plants exposed to low light, excessive watering, high temperature 

 

Experimental Group(s): __________________________________ 

 

 

Constants: (What will remain the same in all groups to ensure a fair test?)  

Example: Same type of plant, same soil, same pot size 

 

Constants: ________________________________________________ 

 

Procedure: (Outline the steps you will follow to conduct the experiment.) 

Setup: 

Describe how you will set up your plant growth experiment. Include details such as pot 

size, soil type, and any additional equipment. 

 

 

Variable Manipulation: 

Explain how you will manipulate the independent variable(s) in each experimental 

group. 

 

 

Data Collection: 

Describe how you will collect data on the dependent variable(s). Include measurement 

methods and frequency of data collection. 

 

 

Observations: 

Mention any other observations you will make during the experiment that may not be 

directly related to the dependent variable(s). 
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Data Analysis: (Outline how you will analyze the data you collect to draw 

conclusions.) 

Data Presentation: 

Describe how you will present your data, including the use of tables, graphs, or charts. 

 

 

Analysis: 

Explain how you will interpret your data and determine if your hypothesis is supported 

or refuted. 

 

 

Conclusion: (Summarize your findings and discuss whether your hypothesis was 

correct or not. Explain any trends or patterns observed.) 

 

Additional Notes: (Include any additional information or details relevant to your 

experiment.) 
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Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability —Empirical Research Methods in 
Plant Sustainability  (Explain)  
 
 Ask students what they know about climate science and the factors that influence 

climate.  
 List their responses on the board. 

 Introduce the lesson's objective: Explain that they will be learning about two 
historical figures, Jean-Baptiste Joseph Fourier and Eunice Foote, who made 
significant contributions to climate science. 

 "Today, we're going on a journey back in time to meet two remarkable 
individuals who made significant contributions to our understanding of 
climate science. Imagine yourself in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, a 
time when climate science was just beginning to take shape. Our story 
begins with two extraordinary figures, Jean-Baptiste Joseph Fourier and 
Eunice Foote." 

 Jean-Baptiste Joseph Fourier (1768-1830)  
 "Once upon a time, in the late 18th century, there lived a brilliant 

French mathematician and physicist named Jean-Baptiste Joseph 
Fourier. Born in 1768, he was known for his groundbreaking work in 
heat transfer and mathematics, but his most enduring contribution 
was to our understanding of Earth's climate. 

 Fourier was the first to propose the idea that our planet's atmosphere 
acts like a blanket, trapping heat from the sun and keeping the Earth 
warm. He introduced the concept of the 'greenhouse effect.' He 
realized that certain gases in our atmosphere, like carbon dioxide and 
water vapor, played a crucial role in regulating our planet's 
temperature. 

 His work laid the foundation for modern climate science, as scientists 
today still study the greenhouse effect and its impact on global 
warming and climate change. Jean-Baptiste Joseph Fourier's ideas 
were revolutionary and continue to shape our understanding of 
climate today." 

 John Tyndall (1820-1893)  
 "In the 19th century, alongside Eunice Foote, there was another 

scientist named John Tyndall. Born in Ireland in 1820, Tyndall was a 
physicist known for his pioneering work in the field of atmospheric 
science. He was particularly interested in the properties of gases in our 
atmosphere. 

 John Tyndall conducted extensive experiments to understand the 
behavior of various gases, including carbon dioxide, in trapping heat. 
He expanded upon Fourier's work and provided even more evidence 
for the greenhouse effect. Tyndall's experiments played a crucial role 
in solidifying our understanding of the role of greenhouse gases in 
climate. 

 His research paved the way for future scientists to explore the 
complexities of the Earth's atmosphere." 

 Eunice Foote (1819-1888)  
 "Now, let's meet another trailblazer from the 19th century, Eunice 

Foote. Born in 1819 in Connecticut, USA, Eunice was a brilliant scientist 
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who made a groundbreaking discovery of her own. 
 Eunice Foote conducted experiments in the mid-1800s that revealed 

the role of carbon dioxide in influencing Earth's temperature. She 
noticed that when carbon dioxide and sunlight interacted in her 
laboratory experiments, they caused temperatures to rise. Eunice 
recognized that changes in the levels of carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere could affect our climate. 

 Though her work was not widely recognized in her time, Eunice Foote's 
experiments laid the groundwork for our understanding of the 
greenhouse effect and its impact on global warming. 

 It's important to remember that Eunice Foote was a pioneering 
female scientist in an era when women's contributions to 
science were often overlooked. Her work serves as a reminder of 
the valuable contributions made by women in the field of 
science." 

 John William Strutt, 3rd Baron Rayleigh (1842-1919)  
 "As we move forward in time, we meet John William Strutt, the 3rd 

Baron Rayleigh. Born in 1842, he was an English physicist and a true 
pioneer in the study of the Earth's atmosphere. Lord Rayleigh's work 
focused on the scattering of light and the properties of the Earth's 
atmosphere. 

 His investigations into the scattering of sunlight by air molecules led to 
our understanding of why the sky appears blue during the day and the 
stunning colors of sunsets. While not directly related to climate 
science, his work laid the foundation for understanding how our 
atmosphere interacts with light, a critical component in climate 
studies." 

 Caroline and Frederick William Herschel  
 "Our journey wouldn't be complete without mentioning two 

extraordinary siblings, Caroline Herschel and her brother Frederick 
William Herschel. Born in the 18th century, they were astronomers who 
made significant contributions to our understanding of the cosmos. 

 Caroline Herschel was the first woman to discover a comet and played 
a vital role in cataloging astronomical objects. Her meticulous 
observations expanded our knowledge of the night sky. 

 Her brother, Frederick William Herschel, discovered the planet Uranus 
and made groundbreaking advances in telescope technology. While 
their work was primarily in astronomy, it laid the foundation for the 
broader study of the Earth's place in the universe, which includes 
understanding climate and Earth's environment."  

 As we conclude our journey through history, we've met a diverse group of 
scientists who made significant contributions to various aspects of science. 
From climate science to atmospheric physics, astronomy, and beyond, their 
collective work has expanded our understanding of the natural world. 

 These pioneers remind us that scientific progress is built on the efforts 
of many, each contributing their unique insights to the grand tapestry 
of knowledge. Their work continues to inspire us to explore and 
understand our world, both on Earth and beyond. 
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 Remember their names and the lessons they've taught us about 
the greenhouse effect and the role of certain gases in our 
atmosphere. Their work reminds us of the importance of 
scientific curiosity, perseverance, and the enduring impact that 
their discoveries have had on our world." 

 Conduct a class discussion after the presentation to address any 
questions and to facilitate a deeper understanding of the material. 

 Here are some questions you can ask to spark discussion and 
encourage critical thinking: 

 What key discoveries or contributions did we learn about 
regarding Jean-Baptiste Joseph Fourier's work in climate 
science? 

 How did Jean-Baptiste Joseph Fourier's concept of the 
greenhouse effect impact our understanding of climate change? 
 Can you think of any real-world examples where the 
greenhouse effect plays a significant role in climate phenomena? 
 Moving on to Eunice Foote, what groundbreaking experiment 
did she conduct, and what did she discover about carbon dioxide's 
role in influencing temperature? 
 Why do you think Eunice Foote's work wasn't widely recognized 
during her time, and why is it important to acknowledge her 
contributions today? 
 Reflect on the historical context in which these two scientists 
lived. How did the scientific community and society in general view 
climate science during their eras? 
 Do you see any parallels between the challenges faced by these 
historical figures in advocating their ideas and contemporary 
discussions about climate change? 
 How does the work of Jean-Baptiste Joseph Fourier and Eunice 
Foote relate to current concerns about global warming and climate 
change? 
 What are some of the ongoing scientific and environmental 
issues related to the greenhouse effect and climate change that we 
face today? 
 How can an understanding of the historical context and 
contributions of these two scientists help us make informed 
decisions about climate-related issues in the present and future? 
 Are there any other historical figures in science whose 
contributions you believe are underrecognized or overlooked? 

 Begin by discussing the concept of light scattering and how it can be 
observed in various atmospheric conditions. 

 Explain to students that these variations in the sky's color and the 
colorful sunsets are due to a phenomenon called "light scattering," which 
happens in our Earth's atmosphere.  
 Light scattering occurs when sunlight interacts with tiny particles in the 
air, like dust, water droplets, and gases. 

 Mention that today's experiment will help us understand how light scattering 
works and how it connects to climate science and our changing environment 
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 Reference the historical context: "Just as scientists like John Tyndall and John 
William Strutt, also known as Lord Rayleigh, studied how light interacts with 
particles in the atmosphere, we'll explore a simplified model of this phenomenon 
today to better understand its connection to climate change 
 Preparation (before class): 

 Prepare the foggy mixture by adding ½ tablespoon of baby oil and ½ 
tablespoon of dishwashing soap to at least ½ liter of water in a sealed 
container.  
 Shake vigorously until the mixture becomes opaque.  

 Ensure there is no air trapped in the container, creating a 
homogenous mixture. 

 Dilute the opaque fluid further with water and divide it into separate 
jars for the students, making sure they are just slightly foggy. 

 Distribute the foggy jars to each student or group.  
 Ensure they have access to a flashlight that has different color lights 
like those of a laser pointer (green light, blue light, red light). 
 Instruct students to observe the passage of different colors of light 
through the liquid inside the jars and note their observations in their 
notebooks. 
 Ask them to pay attention to the following aspects: 

 Which colors appear to be most scattered by the foggy mixture, 
creating a diffuse glow? 

 Which colors pass through the mixture relatively unaffected? 
 Which colors help them see objects illuminated on the other 

side of the jar, and which cause glare or interference when 
looking through the jar? 

 How does the angle from which they view the path of the light 
affect the visuals? 

 Do sources of light produce a glare in the jar of a different 
color? 

 Does this glare effect change when viewed from different 
angles? 

 Encourage students to make detailed observations and take 
notes, specifically noting the different colors of light they 
observe during the experiment. 

 Engage the students in a discussion after the experiment: 
 How did our experiment with the foggy jar help us understand how 

light scattering works in the atmosphere?H 
 How can this concept of scattering light in a foggy jar be related to the 

trapping of heat in our planet's atmosphere due to increased 
greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide? 

 Why is understanding light scattering and its connection to climate 
important for addressing climate change? 

 Based on your observations, which colors of light were most scattered 
by the foggy mixture, and why do you think that happened? 

 How did the different colors of light behave as they passed through 
the foggy jar? 

 How did the angle at which you viewed the light affect what you saw 
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inside the jar? 
 What does this experiment teach us about how different colors of light 

interact with particles in the atmosphere, similar to how they interact 
with fog or haze? 

 Guide the discussion to connect the experiment's findings to 
real-world atmospheric phenomena like the scattering of 
sunlight in the sky, which leads to blue skies and colorful 
sunsets. 

 Reference the historical context: "In the same way that John 
Tyndall and Lord Rayleigh explored how light interacts with 
atmospheric particles, our experiment sheds light on how 
similar interactions occur with gases like carbon dioxide in our 
atmosphere, impacting the Earth's temperature and climate." 

 Summarize the key points of the Fog Jar Experiment, emphasizing how 
it relates to the trapping of greenhouse gases in the Earth's 
atmosphere. 

 Explain that when we talk about climate change, we mean that there's 
an increase in the concentration of certain gases in the atmosphere, 
primarily carbon dioxide, due to human activities like burning fossil 
fuels (cars, factories, etc.). 

 Emphasize that this increase in gases can lead to more heat 
being trapped in our atmosphere, similar to how the foggy jar 
trapped and scattered light.  

 Mention that the Earth's atmosphere contains gases, including 
carbon dioxide, which are like the tiny particles in the fog. These 
gases can scatter and trap sunlight in a similar  

 Transition to the connection with their previous plant study: 
 "Now, let's think back to our previous unit when we 

conducted the plant study. Remember how we explored 
how different variables, like sunlight, water, and 
temperature, affected the growth and health of plants?" 

 Highlight the parallels between the two experiments: 
 "In today's experiment, we investigated how different 

colors of light interacted with the foggy mixture. Just like 
in our plant study, we manipulated variables, in this case, 
the colors of light, to observe how they behaved." 

 Make the connection to greenhouse gases: 
 "Now, consider this: in our atmosphere, there are gases 

like carbon dioxide that act as invisible 'blankets.' These 
gases, similar to our manipulated variables, can trap heat 
and affect the Earth's climate. Just as different colors of 
light had different effects in the foggy jar, different gases, 
including carbon dioxide, can have varying impacts on 
our planet's temperature." 

 Encourage critical thinking and discussion: 
 "As young scientists, you've explored how variables can 

influence different experiments. In climate science, researchers 
also study variables, like greenhouse gas concentrations, to 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



327 

 
Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability 

 
R

e
se

a
rc

h
 M

e
th

o
d

s 
in

 

P
la

n
t 

S
u

st
a
in

a
b

il
it

y
 

understand their impact on our planet's climate. This knowledge 
helps us address issues like climate change." 

 Encourage students to reflect and discuss: 
 "Can you think of any ways our understanding of manipulating 

variables in experiments might relate to climate science and 
finding solutions to climate change?" 

 "How might our awareness of the impact of different variables 
help us make informed decisions about our environment and 
the future of our planet?" 

 way. 
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Fog Jar Experiment Worksheet 

Student Name: __________________________ 

Date: ________________________________ 

 

Instructions: During the Fog Jar Experiment, carefully observe and record your 

observations for each color of light used (green, blue, red). Pay attention to the 

following aspects and complete the table below: 

 

Color of Light: Write down the color of the light used for each observation (green, blue, 

red). 

 

Scattering: Describe whether the color of light appears scattered in the foggy mixture, 

creating a diffuse glow. Use terms like "scattered" or "not scattered." 

 

Transparency: Indicate whether the color of light passes through the mixture relatively 

unaffected. Use terms like "passes through" or "affected." 

 

Visibility: Note which colors of light help you see objects illuminated on the other side 

of the jar and which cause glare or interference when looking through the jar. Use terms 

like "enhanced visibility," "glare," or "interference." 

 

Angle Effect: Observe how the angle from which you view the path of the light affects 

the visuals. Does the scattering or visibility change with different angles? 

 

Glare Color: Determine if sources of light produce a glare in the jar of a different color. If 

so, note the color of the glare. 

 

Changing Glare: Describe whether the glare effect changes when viewed from different 

angles. 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



329 

 
Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability 

 
R

e
se

a
rc

h
 M

e
th

o
d

s 
in

 

P
la

n
t 

S
u

st
a
in

a
b

il
it

y
 

Conclusion Questions: 

1. Based on your observations, which color of light appeared to be most scattered by the foggy mixture? 
2.  
3. Which color of light passed through the mixture relatively unaffected? 
4.  
5. Which color of light helped you see objects illuminated on the other side of the jar, and which caused glare or 
interference when looking through the jar? 
6.  
7. How did the angle from which you viewed the path of the light affect the scattering and visibility? 
8.  
9. Did sources of light produce a glare in the jar of a different color? If so, did this glare effect change when 
viewed from different angles? 
10.  
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 Conclusion Questions: 

 Based on your observations, which color of light appeared to be most scattered 
by the foggy mixture? 
 
 Which color of light passed through the mixture relatively unaffected? 
 
 Which color of light helped you see objects illuminated on the other side of the 
jar, and which caused glare or interference when looking through the jar? 
 
 How did the angle from which you viewed the path of the light affect the scatter-
ing and visibility? 
 
 Did sources of light produce a glare in the jar of a different color? If so, did this 
glare effect change when viewed from different angles? 
1.  
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Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability —Empirical Research Methods in 
Plant Sustainability  (Elaborate) 
 

 Begin with a brief explanation of logical fallacies, empirical evidence, anecdotal 
evidence, inductive reasoning, abductive reasoning, and deductive reasoning. Use 
simple, relatable examples to illustrate each concept. 

 Distribute handout with the below information  or provide digital resources 
that list and explain common logical fallacies (e.g., ad hominem, straw man, 
false dilemma, appeal to authority, etc.).  

 Logical Fallacies 

 Logical fallacies are errors in reasoning that weaken arguments. They 
often appear persuasive but lack logical consistency. 

 Example: Ad Hominem (Attacking the Person) 

 Explanation: This fallacy occurs when someone attacks the person 
making the argument instead of the argument itself. 

 Simple Example: "You can't trust Lee's argument on climate change 
because Lee is a high school dropout." 

 Empirical Evidence 

 Empirical evidence is information acquired by observation or 
experimentation. This data is recorded and analyzed by scientists and 
forms the basis of scientific knowledge. 

 Example: Observing Plant Growth 

 Explanation: Recording the growth rate of plants in different conditions 
(like varying sunlight) provides empirical evidence on how sunlight 
affects plant growth. 

 Anecdotal Evidence 

 Anecdotal evidence is based on personal stories or individual instances 
rather than scientific analysis or empirical observations. 

 Example: A Single Plant's Growth 

 Explanation: Saying "My houseplant grew better in the shade, so all 
plants must prefer shade" is anecdotal. It's based on a single instance 
and not on comprehensive, scientific analysis. 

 Inductive Reasoning 

 Inductive reasoning involves making generalizations based on specific 
observations. 

 Example: Observing Nature 

 Explanation: After seeing hundreds of white swans, you might use 
inductive reasoning to conclude that all swans are white. However, this 
may not be true everywhere or all the time. 

 Abductive Reasoning 

 Abductive reasoning starts with an incomplete set of observations and 
proceeds to the likeliest possible explanation for the group. 

 Example: Detective Work 

 Explanation: If a plant is dying and you notice it's the only one in the 
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shade, you might use abductive reasoning to hypothesize that it's not 
getting enough sunlight. 

 Deductive Reasoning 

 Deductive reasoning starts with a general statement or hypothesis and 
examines the possibilities to reach a specific, logical conclusion. 

 Example: Scientific Method 

 Explanation: If you believe that all plants need sunlight to grow 
(general principle), and you have a plant, you might deduce that your 
plant needs sunlight to grow. 

 Present students with a series of statements related to climate change and 
plant sustainability. These should vary, with some based on empirical 
evidence, some anecdotal, and others containing one or more logical 
fallacies. 

 Encourage students to listen carefully and think critically about each 
statement. 

 Empirical Evidence Statement: 

 "Studies show that increasing levels of carbon dioxide in 
the atmosphere have accelerated plant growth, a 
phenomenon observable through satellite imagery over 
the past 30 years." 

 Discussion Point: Ask students how empirical evidence 
like satellite data provides unbiased, measurable, and 
replicable information. 

 Anecdotal Evidence Statement: 
 "My grandmother told me that when she was young, the 

local forest had more diverse plant species compared to 
what I see today." 

 Discussion Point: Discuss why a personal account, while 
valuable, might not provide a complete picture of 
environmental changes over time. 

 Logical Fallacy Statement (Appeal to Authority): 
 "A famous actress said that eating certain plants can 

prevent climate change, so it must be true." 
 Discussion Point: Explore why relying on a celebrity's 

opinion, instead of scientific evidence, is not a strong 
argument. 

 Logical Fallacy Statement (Slippery Slope): 
 "If we start using more artificial fertilizers, soon all natural 

plant life will be destroyed." 
 Discussion Point: Analyze how this statement jumps to an 

extreme conclusion without evidence for such a drastic 
outcome. 

 Logical Fallacy Statement (False Dilemma): 
 "We either stop driving cars altogether, or our plant 

ecosystems will completely collapse." 
 Discussion Point: Examine the oversimplification in this 
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statement and discuss the complexities of climate change 
mitigation. 

 Empirical Evidence Statement: 
 "Research indicates that the flowering times of several 

plant species have shifted due to changing temperature 
patterns over the last 50 years." 

 Discussion Point: Consider how long-term data collection 
contributes to our understanding of climate change 
impacts. 

 Anecdotal Evidence Statement: 
 "I noticed that plants in my garden bloom earlier than 

they did a few years ago, so climate change must be 
affecting plant cycles everywhere." 

 Discussion Point: Discuss the limitations of using 
personal observations to make general conclusions about 
global phenomena 

 Logical Fallacy Statement (Hasty Generalization): 
 "A local farmer's crop failed due to drought this year, so 

all crops will fail because of climate change." 
 Discussion Point: Explore the error in assuming that a 

single event can predict a universal outcome. 

 Encourage students to analyze each statement below,  

 Identify the type of evidence or fallacy you would like the group to look at the 
case study from and discuss the implications of relying on different types of 
reasoning when evaluating environmental issues. This exercise aims to 
enhance their critical thinking skills and understanding of scientific reasoning 

 For your students to explore case studies around climate studies and 
plant sustainability, here are some resources that provide valuable 
insights and can help them analyze the use of different types of 
evidence and reasoning: 

 Adoption of Climate-Resilient Crops by Small-Scale Producers: A 
comprehensive review from Nature Plants examines the 
adoption of climate-resilient crops by small-scale food 
producers in low- and middle-income countries. This study 
involves a scoping review methodology to analyze a wide range 
of articles, providing an evidence-based framework for 
understanding the factors influencing the adoption of these 
crops. This resource is a great example of empirical evidence 
through systematic review and analysis of existing research. 
Read more on Nature Plants 

 Impact of Climate Change on Plant Pathogens and Food 
Security: An article from Nature Reviews Microbiology explores 
the impact of climate change on plant pathogens and the 
consequences on food security. It discusses how warming 
temperatures can affect the population dynamics of pathogens, 
which has significant implications for agricultural and natural 
ecosystems. This is an excellent example of empirical evidence 
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linking climate change to increased risks of plant diseases. 
Explore more on Nature Reviews Microbiology 

 Sustainable Gardening and Climate Change Mitigation: The 
University of Maryland Extension discusses the role of 
sustainable gardening practices, such as planting native trees 
and increasing plant diversity, in mitigating climate change. This 
resource provides practical examples of how individual actions 
can contribute to larger environmental goals, combining 
empirical evidence with anecdotal experiences. Learn more from 
University of Maryland Extension 

 Using Plant Biology to Address Climate Change: An article from 
MIT News discusses how plant biology, particularly gene 
expression and epigenetics, can be leveraged to address 
challenges posed by climate change. It offers insights into 
innovative approaches in agriculture, such as developing self-
fertilizing crops, to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. This case 
study illustrates the application of deductive and inductive 
reasoning in scientific research. Read the article from MIT News 

 How Climate Change Will Affect Plants: A piece from Columbia 
University's State of the Planet covers various studies on how 
plant life is expected to respond to climate change. It highlights 
the complexities and uncertainties in predicting plant behavior 
and physiology under changing environmental conditions, 
making it a good resource for discussing the limitations and 
challenges in scientific forecasting and modeling. Check out the 
article from State of the Planet  

 These resources provide a mix of empirical studies, 
reviews, and practical applications, offering students a 
diverse range of materials to analyze and understand 
different types of evidence and reasoning in the context 
of climate change and plant sustainability  

 Divide the class into small groups. Assign each group an article to discuss and 
analyze. 

 To facilitate the analysis and discussion of the statements on climate 
change and plant sustainability, here are some guiding questions that 
can help deepen students' understanding and enhance their critical 
thinking skills:  

 Instruct them to identify whether the statements are based on 
empirical evidence, anecdotal evidence, or contain logical 
fallacies, explaining their reasoning. 

 For Empirical Evidence Statements: 
 "How does this statement use data to support its 

claim?" 
 "What makes this evidence reliable and credible?" 
 "Can this type of evidence be replicated or 

verified? How?" 
 For Anecdotal Evidence Statements: 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



335 

 
Community Engagement in Plant Sustainability 

 
R

e
se

a
rc

h
 M

e
th

o
d

s 
in

 

P
la

n
t 

S
u

st
a
in

a
b

il
it

y
 

 "What are the limitations of using personal 
experiences as evidence?" 
 "How might personal bias influence anecdotal 
evidence?" 
 "Why is it important to supplement anecdotal 
evidence with empirical data?" 

 For Logical Fallacy Statements: 
 "Can you identify the type of logical fallacy used in 
this statement?" 
 "Why is this type of reasoning considered flawed 
or weak?" 
 "How could the argument be improved to avoid 

the fallacy?" 
 General Questions to Encourage Critical Analysis: 

 "What additional information would you need to 
verify or refute the claim made in the statement?" 

 "How does the type of evidence presented affect 
the strength of the argument?" 

 "Why is it important to distinguish between 
different types of evidence and reasoning when 
discussing environmental issues?" 

 Questions to Connect with Real-World Implications: 
 "How might relying on flawed reasoning or 

insufficient evidence impact environmental 
policies or actions?" 

 "Can you think of a real-world example where 
understanding the type of evidence was crucial in 
making an informed decision?" 

 "Why is it important for scientists and researchers 
to use rigorous methods in studying 
environmental issues like climate change?" 

 These questions are designed to encourage 
students to think critically about the nature 
of evidence and reasoning, fostering a 
deeper understanding of how scientific 
inquiry is applied to environmental studies. 
This exercise not only enhances their 
analytical skills but also prepares them to 
engage thoughtfully with complex scientific 
topics.  

 In their groups, students discuss their assigned statement or case 
study. 

 Each group identifies the type of evidence or reasoning used 
and prepares to present their analysis. 

 Reconvene as a whole class. Select a few groups to share their analyses and 
the reasoning behind their conclusions. 

 Review the concepts of empirical evidence, anecdotal evidence, and 
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logical fallacies.  

 Facilitate a class debate where students can agree or disagree with the 
analyses, providing their own reasoning. 

 Arrange the classroom for the debate, ensuring all students can see 
and hear each other.  

 Layout: Arrange the classroom in a semi-circle or debate-style 
format so that all students can face each other. 

 Roles: Assign roles if needed, such as a moderator (teacher or a 
student), timekeeper, and note-taker. 

 Rules: Clearly explain the debate rules: 

 Respectful listening when someone is speaking. 

 Raise hands to speak and wait to be called on. 

 Stick to the allocated time for each speaker. 

 Focus on the arguments presented, not personal 
opinions or beliefs. 

 Presentation: Each group presents their analysis, identifying the type of 
evidence or fallacy in their assigned statement or case study. 

 Open Debate: After each presentation, open the floor for 
discussion. 

  Allow students to agree or disagree with the group’s 
analysis, providing their own reasoning.  

 Ensure that the debate stays on topic and is respectful. 

 Time Management: Use a timer to ensure that each speaker gets an 
equal opportunity to speak and that the debate stays within the 
allotted time. 

 Note-taking: Use the whiteboard to jot down key points from each 
group’s presentation and the subsequent debate.  

 This helps in keeping track of the arguments and evidence types 
discussed. 

 Online Resources for Debate Skills 

 Debate.org: An online platform where students 
can observe or participate in debates on various 
topics. It’s a good resource to understand how 
formal debates are structured. Visit Debate.org 

 Toastmasters International: Offers resources on 
public speaking and debate skills. They have 
materials specifically designed for educators to 
help students develop their communication skills. 
Explore Toastmasters International 

 TED-Ed: Provides educational videos on various topics, 
including effective communication and debate skills. 
These videos can be a great tool for visual learners. 
Check out TED-Ed 

 Lead a reflective discussion on how recognizing logical fallacies and different 
types of evidence can impact our understanding of complex topics like 
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climate change. 

 Group Reflection: Ask each group to reflect on what they learned from 
the debate and share their insights. 

 Discussion: Engage the class in a discussion about the effectiveness of 
different arguments and the importance of using reliable evidence. 

 Highlight good examples of critical thinking and effective 
argumentation. 

 After the debate, it's important to recognize and highlight 
instances where students demonstrated strong critical thinking 
and argumentation skills. This not only reinforces positive 
behaviors but also serves as a learning tool for the entire class. 
Here are some ways to do this: 

 Identify Specific Examples: Point out particular moments 
in the debate where a student or group used strong 
evidence, made a logical argument, or effectively 
countered a point. For instance, "I noticed that Group B 
used empirical data from their case study to challenge 
the anecdotal evidence presented by Group A. That was a 
great example of using solid evidence in an argument." 

 Praise Questioning and Curiosity: Acknowledge when 
students asked insightful questions or expressed curiosity 
about a topic, as this shows engagement and a desire to 
understand more deeply. 

 Recognize Logical Reasoning: Highlight instances where 
students correctly identified logical fallacies in arguments 
or avoided them in their own reasoning. For example, 
"Sarah recognized the slippery slope fallacy in the 
statement about climate policy leading to extreme 
consequences. Identifying such fallacies is key to 
understanding arguments." 

 Addressing Misconceptions or Confusions 
 Misconceptions or confusion during a debate are natural, 

especially on complex topics like climate change. 
Addressing these effectively is crucial for student 
learning: 

 Clarify Misconceptions: If you notice any common 
misunderstandings, clarify them with accurate 
information. For example, if students consistently confuse 
anecdotal evidence with empirical evidence, provide a 
clear explanation of the differences. 

 Encourage Reflection: Ask students to reflect on what 
parts of the debate were challenging or confusing. This 
can be done as a group discussion or individual 
reflection. 

 Provide Additional Resources: If certain topics caused 
confusion, suggest additional reading or resources. For 
example, if students struggled with understanding how 
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climate change affects plant sustainability, you might 
recommend specific articles or educational videos that 
explain the concept clearly. 
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In today's ever-evolving world, the longstanding conflict between environmental preservation and 
economic growth has served as a persistent barrier to meaningful progress in sustainability efforts. 
This perceived opposition has entrenched itself deeply in the public psyche, casting environmental 
advocates as passionate "hippie do-gooders" on one side and business leaders as cynical profit-
seekers on the other. Over time, this portrayal has become a practical cliché, but what is even more 
concerning is that it has pigeonholed our collective thinking, forcing us into a narrow channelization 
of all possible outcomes, framed as an unbridgeable chasm between two extreme positions. 
 
This oversimplification of the complex relationship between the environment and the economy has 
proven counterproductive. It has stifled dialogue and cooperation, preventing us from reaching 
effective solutions to some of the most pressing challenges facing our planet. However, it is essential 
to recognize that reality is far more intricate and interconnected than this simplistic narrative would 
suggest. 
 
The global economy, upon which the livelihoods of billions of people depend, is intrinsically linked 
to the health and well-being of the natural world. Natural resources and ecosystem services are the 
lifeblood of our economic systems. They provide the raw materials, energy, and stability required for 
industries to thrive, goods to be produced, and employment opportunities to be created. Moreover, 
these environmental resources underpin the very foundations of our society, from agriculture to 
clean water, and from climate regulation to biodiversity. 
 
Consider, for instance, the devastating consequences of climate change-induced crop failures, 
coastal regions inundated by rising sea levels, overexploitation of vital resources, inadequate 
sanitation systems, and energy demand that outstrips supply. These environmental challenges are 
not only detrimental to the well-being of individuals and communities but also have dire economic 
consequences. They disrupt supply chains, increase production costs, damage infrastructure, and 
reduce the overall stability of financial markets. 
 
Furthermore, it is clear that any attempts to drive societal change by undermining the foundations of 
the economy, such as crashing the stock market or stalling technological progress, are destined to 
be met with resistance and skepticism. It is unrealistic to expect that a movement advocating for 
changes that may result in smaller paychecks or higher consumer prices will gain widespread 
support. The challenge we face is to chart a course toward progress that doesn't sacrifice economic 
stability and individual well-being. 
 
In light of these complexities, our path forward lies not in perpetuating the old conflict but in 
cultivating a new movement—one where public, environmental, and economic interests work in 
harmony. This is not an easy feat, as the older model of conflict remains deeply entrenched, fueled 
by a general distrust of corporate models that prioritize short-term profits over long-term 
sustainability. 
 
Some industries, notably fossil fuels, find themselves positioned to resist change vehemently, as they 
have vested interests in perpetuating the status quo for as long as possible. Their reluctance to 
adapt to more sustainable practices can be seen as a last-ditch effort to maximize short-term profits, 
a strategy that ultimately sacrifices the long-term health of our planet. 
 
Another challenge we must confront is the competitive business model, often framed as a zero-sum 
game where any gain for one party is considered a loss for another. This model contrasts starkly with 
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the cooperative nature of society at large, where progress is achieved through collaboration, 
shared goals, and mutual benefit. As we delve deeper into this curriculum, we will explore 
numerous examples that illuminate the intricacies of this interplay and help students understand 
the complexities of these relationships. 
 
Our mission in this curriculum is to empower middle school students with the knowledge and 
critical thinking skills required to navigate the multifaceted landscape of sustainability. By 
shedding light on the intertwined nature of the environment, the economy, and society, we aim 
to inspire students to think beyond the conventional narratives and work towards policies and 
incentives that nurture plant sustainability while promoting cooperation among public, 
environmental, and economic interests. 
 
As our students embark on this journey, they will not only gain a deeper understanding of the 
challenges we face but also develop the tools to become advocates for positive change. By the 
end of this curriculum, they will be better prepared to confront the complexities of our modern 
world and contribute to the creation of a more sustainable and equitable future for all. 
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Sustainability and Services 
Nurturing Plant Sustainability through Policy and Incentives  — Economic 

Evaluations of Trees  

 
Economic Evaluations of Trees:  Educator Background Information 
 
Welcome to the captivating world of "Exploring the Economic Value of Trees," a 
comprehensive and engaging unit specially designed for middle school students. In this 
enriching educational journey, students will embark on an enlightening exploration, 
venturing beyond the well-trodden path of tree admiration and delving deep into the 
often-overlooked economic contributions of trees to our communities and society as a 
whole. 
 
The overarching goal of this unit is to instill in students a profound understanding of 
the multifaceted relationship between trees and economics. By doing so, we challenge 
our young learners to transcend the mere appreciation of the aesthetic beauty of trees 
and instead invite them to unravel the intricate web of significance that trees weave in 
the broader context of sustainability and urban planning. 
 
At the heart of this unit lies a recognition that trees are not just silent, stationary 
witnesses to our daily lives, but active, dynamic contributors to the thriving tapestry of 
our communities. While their serene presence can inspire awe and tranquility, trees also 
wield a considerable economic influence that often escapes our notice. 
 
By embarking on this educational journey, students will acquire the essential knowledge 
and critical thinking skills needed to comprehend the substantial economic value that 
trees bring to our lives. They will explore how trees enhance property values, reduce 
energy costs, create employment opportunities, and even bolster public health. 
Moreover, students will have the opportunity to engage with practical scenarios that 
mirror real-life decision-making processes in urban planning and community 
development. 
 
Beyond these tangible benefits, this unit will encourage students to ponder the broader 
implications of their discoveries. They will reflect on the far-reaching impact of trees on 
their own communities and, by extension, the world at large. This reflection serves a 
vital purpose—to foster a sense of environmental stewardship and civic responsibility 
that transcends classroom learning. 
 
As we guide our students through this immersive journey, they will emerge not only as 
informed individuals but also as active contributors to the discourse on sustainability 
and the preservation of our natural world. Ultimately, this unit aspires to empower our 
young learners to advocate for sustainable practices, make informed decisions, and play 
a pivotal role in sculpting a greener, more economically vibrant world—a legacy that 
will resonate across generations to come. 
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 Real World Connections/Careers 
Many real-world careers are intricately related to the study of agriculture, its history, 
and its profound impact on society. This unit equips students with knowledge and 
insights that can pave the way for diverse and rewarding professions within the realm 
of agriculture and its associated fields. Here are some examples: Agricultural Scien-
tists, Agricultural Engineers, Agricultural Economists, Agricultural Educators, Sustaina-
ble Agriculture Specialists, Food Production and Distribution experts, Environmental 
Conservationists, Rural Development Specialists, Agronomists, and Horticulturists.  
 
Unit Objectives: 
By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
 Students will learn how to calculate the economic value of a tree based on differ-

ent factors. 
 Students will explore the concept of ecological benefits and their impact on soci-

ety. 
 Students will discuss the balance between private property and public good in the 

context of natural resource 
 
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS): 
 
MS-ESS3-3: Apply scientific principles to design a method for monitoring and mini-
mizing a human impact on the environment. 
MS-ESS3-4: Construct an argument supported by evidence for how increases in hu-
man population and per-capita consumption of natural resources impact Earth's sys-
tems. 
MS-ETS1-1: Define the criteria and constraints of a design problem with sufficient 
precision to ensure a successful solution, taking into account relevant scientific prin-
ciples and potential impacts on people and the natural environment.  
 
Vocabulary 
Economic Value: The worth of something in terms of its contribution to economic 
well-being, often measured in monetary terms. 
 
Agriculture: The practice of cultivating plants and raising animals for food, fiber, and 
other products. 
 
Sustainability: The ability to meet the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs. 
 
Urban Planning: The process of designing and organizing the use of land in urban 
areas to achieve specific goals, such as efficient land use, transportation, and envi-
ronmental sustainability. 
 
Property Values: The estimated worth of real estate, including homes and land, based 
on factors such as location, condition, and demand. 
 
Energy Efficiency: The use of less energy to provide the same level of energy services, 
such as lighting, heating, and cooling. 
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Job Creation: The process of generating employment opportunities in various sectors, 
including agriculture, through business expansion or economic growth. 
Cost-Benefit Analysis: A systematic process for evaluating the pros (benefits) and cons 
(costs) of a decision, project, or policy to determine its overall desirability. 
 
Environmental Stewardship: The responsible use and protection of the environment, 
considering the long-term health and well-being of natural resources and ecosystems. 
 
Biodiversity: The variety and variability of life on Earth, including different species of 
plants, animals, and microorganisms, as well as their genetic differences. 
 
Ecosystem Services: The benefits that ecosystems provide to humans, such as clean wa-
ter, pollination, and climate regulation. 
 
Carbon Sequestration: The capture and long-term storage of carbon dioxide (CO2) from 
the atmosphere, often in trees and forests, to mitigate climate change. 
 
Agronomist: A scientist who studies soil management, crop production, and sustainable 
farming practices. 
 
Horticulturist: An expert in the cultivation of fruits, vegetables, and ornamental plants. 
 
Agricultural Economist: A professional who analyzes economic aspects of agriculture 
and rural development, including market trends and policy impacts. 
 
Environmental Conservationist: A person dedicated to protecting natural resources, bio-
diversity, and ecosystems through conservation efforts. 
 
Sustainable Agriculture Specialist: An expert in sustainable farming practices, focusing 
on reducing environmental impact while maintaining productivity. 
 
Agricultural Engineer: An engineer who designs and implements technology and ma-
chinery for farming operations. 
 
Rural Development Specialist: A professional focused on improving economic, social, 
and infrastructural conditions in rural areas. 
 
Food Production and Distribution: The processes involved in producing, processing, and 
distributing food products to consumers. 
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Economic Evaluations of Trees (Engage) 
 
 "Today, we will embark on an exciting journey to explore the fascinating world of 

trees and discover their importance in our lives." 
 Engage the students by asking open-ended questions to stimulate their 

curiosity about trees: 
 "What comes to mind when you think of trees?" 
 "Why do you think trees are important?" 
 "Have you ever thought about the economic value of trees?" 

 Encourage students to share their initial perceptions and thoughts about 
trees. Write their responses on the whiteboard. 

 Gather students and prepare them for an engaging storytelling experience. 
 Explain that you will be sharing a short play that will introduce the 

concept of trees as economic contributors. 
 Set the stage for students' participation in the play by assigning 

roles and explaining their characters. 
 Encourage students to listen carefully and consider the 

economic value of trees as presented in the play. 
 Begin the play in the classroom setting, with selected students acting 

as characters. 
 Establish the characters of Mr. Johnson, Mrs. Ramirez, Sara, Ben, and 

Emma, who express curiosity about trees. 
 Use dialogue and narration to introduce the idea of trees having 

hidden economic value. 
 Narrator (Teacher): (Standing in front of the class) Alright, 

everyone, before we head outside to explore the world of trees, 
let's embark on a short play that will introduce us to the 
intriguing economic value of these magnificent beings. 

 Scene 1: The Classroom 
 (Narrator gestures for Sara, Ben, and Emma to join.) 
 Sara (Student): (Curious) Hey, have you ever thought 

about how amazing trees are? 
 Ben (Student): (Pondering) Yeah, they're tall, green, and 

provide shade, but what's the big deal? 
 Emma (Student): (Excited) Well, I heard from my grandpa 

that trees are worth a lot more than just their shade! 
They have some kind of hidden treasure. 

 Narrator (Teacher): (Smiling) You're onto something, 
Emma! Trees are indeed valuable, and their hidden 
treasure is in their economic contributions. 

 Sara (Student): (Intrigued) Economic contributions? What 
does that even mean? 

 Narrator (Teacher): (Explaining) It means that trees bring 
lots of benefits that help our communities and the 
economy. (As Mr. Johnson, the neighbor, enters) Let me 
introduce you to Mr. Johnson, our friendly neighbor. 

 Mr. Johnson (Neighbor): (Friendly) Hi, kids! I heard you 
were talking about trees. Well, I have a story to share 
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with you. 
 Ben (Student): (Curious) What kind of story, Mr. Johnson? 
 Mr. Johnson (Neighbor): (Excited) A story about how these 

trees in my backyard have been like my little green treasure 
chests! 

 Sara (Student): (Intrigued) Treasure chests? But they're just 
trees. 

 Emma (Student): (Curious) What do you mean, Mr. Johnson? 
 Mr. Johnson (Neighbor): (Explaining) You see, these trees 

provide so much value to our community. They keep our 
houses cool in the summer, which means we use less 
electricity for air conditioning, saving us money. Plus, they 
attract birds and butterflies, making our neighborhood 
beautiful and inviting. And guess what? When we have a 
beautiful neighborhood, our property values go up! 

 Ben (Student): (Excited) Wow, I had no idea trees could do all 
that! 

 Narrator (Teacher): (Nodding) Trees are amazing, aren't they? 
And that's just the beginning of their story. But wait, here 
comes Mrs. Ramirez, the local shop owner 

 Scene 2: The Backyard 
 The classroom transitions to an imaginary backyard setting. 

 Sara (Student): (Wondering) Economic contributions? What 
does that even mean? 

 Narrator (Teacher): (Explaining) It means that trees bring lots 
of benefits that help our communities and the economy. 

 Mr. Johnson (Neighbor): (Friendly) Hi, kids! I heard you were 
talking about trees. Well, I have a story to share with you. 

 Ben (Student): (Curious) What kind of story, Mr. Johnson? 
 Mr. Johnson (Neighbor): (Excited) A story about how these 

trees in my backyard have been like my little green treasure 
chests! 

 Sara (Student): (Intrigued) Treasure chests? But they're just 
trees. 

 Emma (Student): (Curious) What do you mean, Mr. Johnson? 
 Mr. Johnson (Neighbor): (Explaining) You see, these trees 

provide so much value to our community. They keep our 
houses cool in the summer, which means we use less 
electricity for air conditioning, saving us money. 

 Ben (Student): (Impressed) So, trees help us save money on 
our electricity bills? 

 Mr. Johnson (Neighbor): (Nodding) That's right, Ben! And 
that's not all. These trees also attract birds and butterflies, 
making our neighborhood beautiful and inviting. 

 Emma (Student): (Enthusiastic) I love seeing birds and 
butterflies in our neighborhood! It makes everything so 
pretty! 

 Mr. Johnson (Neighbor): (Smiling) I'm glad you do, Emma. But 
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here's the surprise: when we have a beautiful neighborhood, 
our property values go up! 

 Sara (Student): (Surprised) Property values go up? 
 Narrator (Teacher): (Encouraging) Yes, Sara! When a 

neighborhood looks attractive and has nice, shady streets, 
more people want to live here. That increased demand makes 
our homes more valuable. It's like the trees help make our 
community a desirable place to live! 

 Ben (Student): (Excited) So, not only do they save us money, 
but they also make our homes worth more? That's amazing! 

 Emma (Student): (Appreciative) Thank you for sharing your 
story, Mr. Johnson. I never knew trees did all of that. 

 Mr. Johnson (Neighbor): (Warmly) You're welcome, Emma. 
Trees have a lot more to offer than meets the eye. 

 Narrator (Teacher): (Smiling) And this is just one story. There's 
so much more to learn about the economic value of trees. 
But for now, let's continue our journey. Mrs. Ramirez, the 
local shop owner, has something exciting to share. 

 Scene 3: The Local Shop (Mrs. Ramirez's Perspective ] 
 The backyard setting transitions to a local shop, portrayed by a 

designated area. 
 Sara (Student): (Wondering) What brings you here, Mrs. 

Ramirez? 
 Narrator (Teacher): (Introducing) And now, we're in the heart 

of our neighborhood, Mrs. Ramirez's lovely cafe! 
 Emma (Student): (Curious) Why are you here, Mrs. Ramirez? 
 Mrs. Ramirez (Shop Owner): (Smiling) Hello, dear students! I 

heard you were talking about trees, and I couldn't resist 
joining in. 

 Ben (Student): (Intrigued) How do trees have anything to do 
with your cafe, Mrs. Ramirez? 

 Mrs. Ramirez (Shop Owner): (Excited) Well, you see, my cafe 
benefits greatly from the beautiful trees in our area. (As she 
serves a customer seated outside) People love to sit under 
the shade of these trees while sipping their coffee or enjoying 
a pastry. It creates a delightful dining experience! 

 Sara (Student): (Impressed) That sounds wonderful! But how 
does it help your cafe? 

 Mrs. Ramirez (Shop Owner): (Explaining) When my cafe has 
an inviting outdoor space under these trees, more customers 
come to enjoy their meals. The ambiance and natural beauty 
attract people, making my business more successful. 

 Emma (Student): (Enthusiastic) So, the trees make your cafe 
more popular? 

 Mrs. Ramirez (Shop Owner): (Nodding) Exactly, Emma! Trees 
enhance the overall atmosphere, making my cafe a favorite 
spot for many in our community. 

 Ben (Student): (Appreciative) That's amazing, Mrs. Ramirez. I 
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love your pastries! 
 Mrs. Ramirez (Shop Owner): (Grateful) Thank you, Ben! And 

it's all thanks to these wonderful trees that make our cafe so 
special. 

 Narrator (Teacher): (Encouraging) You see, students, trees 
offer not only natural beauty but also contribute to the 
success of local businesses. They're like natural partners in 
our community's well-being. 

 Sara (Student): (Thoughtful) So, trees not only help us save 
money and increase property values but also make our 
neighborhood businesses thrive? 

 Mrs. Ramirez (Shop Owner): (Smiling) Absolutely, Sara! Trees 
are an essential part of our community's charm and 
prosperity. 

 Emma (Student): (Appreciative) Thank you for sharing, Mrs. 
Ramirez. I never knew trees played such an important role in 
our neighborhood. 

 Mrs. Ramirez (Shop Owner): (Warmly) You're welcome, Emma. 
Trees have a way of making life better in so many ways. 

 Narrator (Teacher): (Smiling) Indeed, they do! And there's 
even more to discover about their contributions. But for now, 
let's continue our journey to the park, where the friendly park 
ranger has some insights to share. 

 Scene 4: The Park (The Park Ranger's Insights - Page 4): 
 The local shop setting transitions to an imaginary park, symbolized 

by a designated area. 
 Sara (Student): (Curious) What are you doing here, Mr. Park 

Ranger? 
 Narrator (Teacher): (Setting the scene) And now, our journey 

continues in this beautiful park, where we meet the friendly 
park ranger! 

 Emma (Student): (Excited) What brings you to the park, Mr. 
Park Ranger? 

 Park Ranger: (Enthusiastic) Well, hello there, young explorers! 
I heard you were learning about trees, so I thought I'd join 
you in this wonderful setting. 

 Ben (Student): (Curious) But what does a park ranger have to 
do with trees? 

 Park Ranger: (Explaining) I'm here to take care of this park, to 
make sure it stays beautiful and healthy. And you know what 
plays a big part in that? Trees! 

 Sara (Student): (Intrigued) How do trees help the park, Mr. 
Park Ranger? 

 Park Ranger: (Passionate) Trees are like the lungs of our 
planet. They provide us with oxygen to breathe and help filter 
the air we inhale. (As he points to a bird's nest) Look up 
there! Those trees are homes to various birds and other 
creatures. Trees provide them shelter and a place to nest and 
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raise their families. 
 Emma (Student): (Amazed) So, trees are not just pretty; 

they're like nature's helpers? 
 Park Ranger: (Smiling) Exactly, Emma! Trees are essential for a 

healthy planet. They clean our air, provide habitats for 
animals, and even help prevent soil erosion. 

 Ben (Student): (Thoughtful) So, if we didn't have trees, the 
planet wouldn't be as healthy? 

 Park Ranger: (Nodding) You're absolutely right, Ben. Trees are 
crucial for the well-being of our planet, and we must take 
care of them. 

 Sara (Student): (Appreciative) Thank you for sharing, Mr. Park 
Ranger. I never knew trees did all of that for the environment. 

 Park Ranger: (Grateful) You're welcome, Sara. Trees are our 
partners in preserving the natural world. We must protect 
them for future generations. 

 Narrator (Teacher): (Encouraging) Indeed, students! Trees are 
not just beautiful; they are vital for our planet's health. And 
this park is a living example of that. But our journey doesn't 
end here. Let's continue to explore the economic value of 
trees in our community. 

 Transition from Storytelling to Tree Identification Activity: 
 Recap the Stories: Begin by briefly summarizing the stories shared by Mr. 

Johnson and Mrs. Ramirez, highlighting the economic contributions of 
trees in their personal experiences. 

 Engagement: Remind students of the economic, community, and 
environmental value of trees discussed in the stories. Ask questions 
to ensure they have absorbed the key concepts. 

 What were some of the economic benefits of trees 
mentioned in Mr. Johnson's story? 

 How did Mr. Johnson's trees help save money for his family? 
 According to Mrs. Ramirez, how do trees contribute to the 

success of her cafe? 
 What did you learn about property values and trees from Mr. 

Johnson's story? 
 How do trees enhance the ambiance of Mrs. Ramirez's cafe 

and attract customers? 
 In the park ranger's story, what role do trees play in 

maintaining a healthy environment? 
 What did you find most surprising or interesting about the 

stories shared by Mr. Johnson, Mrs. Ramirez, and the park 
ranger? 

 Can you explain why trees are sometimes referred to as 
"nature's helpers"? 

 How do the stories connect the economic value of trees to 
their role in the community and the environment? 

 Why is it important for us to understand and appreciate the 
economic contributions of trees in our daily lives? 
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 Explain that it's now time for a hands-on activity to identify different 
tree species in their local area, just like the characters did in the stories 
 Organize students into small groups, ensuring each group has 
access to the necessary materials. 

 Prepare any materials needed for the tree identification 
activity, such as field guides, notepads, pencils, and a designated 
area for the activity. 

 Instructions: Provide clear instructions for the tree identification 
activity: 

 Each group will explore the designated area to identify 
different tree species. 

 Students should look for distinctive features like leaf shape, 
bark texture, and any unique characteristics. 

 Encourage them to document their findings using 
sketches, notes, or photographs. 

 During the tree identification activity, carefully observe 
the trees in your designated area. Look for distinctive 
features such as leaf shape, bark texture, and any 
unique characteristics. Record your observations in the 
spaces provided. 

 Tree #1: 
 Leaf Shape: 

 [Describe the shape of the leaves] 
 Bark Texture: 

 [Describe the texture of the bark] 
 Unique Characteristics: 

 [Note any unique features or 
observations] 

 Tree #2: 
 Leaf Shape: 

 [Describe the shape of the leaves] 
 Bark Texture: 

 [Describe the texture of the bark] 
 Unique Characteristics: 

 [Note any unique features or 
observations] 

 Tree #3: 
 Leaf Shape: 

 [Describe the shape of the leaves] 
 Bark Texture: 
 [Describe the texture of the bark] 

 Unique Characteristics: 
 [Note any unique features or 

observations] 
 Tree #4: 
 Leaf Shape: 

 [Describe the shape of the leaves] 
 Bark Texture: 
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 [Describe the texture of the bark] 
 Unique Characteristics: 

 [Note any unique features or 
observations] 

 Tree #5: 
 Leaf Shape: 

 [Describe the shape of the leaves] 
 Bark Texture: 

 [Describe the texture of the bark] 
 Unique Characteristics: 

 [Note any unique features or 
observations] 

 Additional Notes: 
 Write down any additional details or 

interesting findings about the trees' 
features and characteristics. 

 Safety Precautions: Emphisize safety rules, such as staying 
together as a group, avoiding touching unfamiliar plants, and 
respecting the environment. 

 Time Frame: Set a reasonable time frame for the activity, 
ensuring students have enough time to explore and identify 
trees. 

 If available, provide students with a field guide or reference 
materials to assist in tree identification. 

 Allow students to explore the designated area, encouraging 
them to work together and share their observations. 

 To facilitate students' exploration of the designated 
area and encourage collaboration while sharing their 
observations, you can pose questions that promote 
teamwork and critical thinking. Here are some 
questions to help with this part of the activity: 

 What is our plan for exploring the designated 
area as a group? How can we ensure that 
everyone gets a chance to participate? 

 How can we divide the responsibilities within 
our group to make sure we cover the entire 
area effectively? 

 What tools or materials do we need to 
document our findings, and who will be 
responsible for each task (e.g., sketching, note-
taking, photography)? 

 What safety rules should we keep in mind while 
exploring the area, and how can we remind 
each other to follow them? 

 How can we communicate and share our 
observations in real-time as we discover 
different tree species? 
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 Are there any particular tree features or 
characteristics we should pay special attention 
to during our exploration? 

 If someone in our group is unsure about 
identifying a tree, how can we help them, or 
where can we find additional resources? 

 What strategies can we use to ensure that we're 
respecting the environment while documenting 
our observations (e.g., not disturbing wildlife or 
plants)? 

 How can we work together to make our tree 
identification activity both fun and educational 
for everyone in the group? 

 After our exploration, how do we plan to come 
together to discuss our findings and reflect on 
what we've learned? 

 Collection of Findings: After the activity, gather the groups 
and have them share their findings with the class. Discuss any 
interesting observations or unusual tree species they 
encountered. 

 Discussion: Lead a brief discussion about the importance of 
identifying trees and how it connects to the economic value, 
community benefits, and environmental significance of trees. 

 Here are some discussion questions: 
 Why is it important for us to identify and learn 

about the different tree species in our local 
area? 

 How do the stories of Mr. Johnson, Mrs. 
Ramirez, and the park ranger relate to the 
economic value of trees in our community? 
 In what ways can the economic benefits of 
trees, such as saving money on electricity or 
increasing property values, impact individuals and 
families? 
 How do trees contribute to the overall 
ambiance and attractiveness of our community, as 
mentioned in Mrs. Ramirez's story? 
 What role do trees play in maintaining a healthy 
environment, and why is this role important for our 
planet's well-being, as discussed by the park 
ranger? 
 Can you think of other ways in which trees 
benefit our community that were not mentioned in 
the stories? 
 How can knowledge about tree identification 
help us appreciate and protect the trees in our 
environment better? 
 What actions can we take as individuals and as 
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a community to ensure the sustainability and 
preservation of trees and their economic, 
community, and environmental contributions? 
 Have you ever observed a tree that you found 
interesting or unique? What did you notice about 
it? 
 How can our understanding of the economic, 
community, and environmental value of trees 
influence our choices and behaviors regarding 
trees in the future? 

 Ask students to reflect on what they have learned 
during the tree identification activity and how it relates to 
the stories shared earlier. 

 What did you find most interesting or surprising 
about the tree identification activity? 
 Did you discover any tree species that you had 
never noticed before? Describe them. 
 How did working in groups enhance your tree 
identification experience? Did you learn anything 
new from your peers? 
 How do your observations during the activity 
connect to the economic value of trees, as 
discussed in Mr. Johnson's and Mrs. Ramirez's 
stories? 
 Can you think of specific examples from your 
exploration that illustrate the community benefits 
of trees, as mentioned by Mrs. Ramirez? 
 In what ways did you observe the 
environmental significance of trees during the 
activity, similar to what the park ranger emphasized 
in his story? 
 Did your experience exploring trees in the local 
area change your perception of their importance? If 
so, how? 
 How might the knowledge you've gained about 
tree identification influence your future interactions 
with trees in your community? 
 What actions can you take to promote the 
sustainable use and protection of trees based on 
your learning today? 
 Can you envision any additional ways in which 
trees contribute to the well-being of both our 
community and the planet? 

 Conclude by transitioning to the next part of the lesson plan, where 
students will delve deeper into the economic evaluations of trees. 
 Summarize the importance of the engagement activity by linking it 
to the overarching unit goal: "Today's activity was just the beginning of 
our journey to explore the economic value of trees. By understanding 
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the different types of trees and their unique characteristics, we can 
appreciate their significance in our environment." 

 
Economic Evaluations of Trees (Explore) 
 Begin the lesson by revisiting the stories of Mr. Johnson, Mrs. Ramirez, and the 

park ranger.  
 Discuss how these stories highlighted the economic contributions of trees.  
 Emphasize that trees have both tangible and intangible benefits. 

 Discussion Points: 
 Ask students to recall specific examples from the stories that 

illustrated the economic contributions of trees. For instance, 
mention Mr. Johnson's energy savings due to tree shade and 
Mrs. Ramirez's cafe's enhanced appeal. 

 Highlight that economic contributions include not only 
financial gains but also improvements in quality of life, 
property values, and environmental well-being. 

 Explain that trees offer tangible benefits like reduced energy 
costs and increased property values, but they also provide 
intangible benefits like aesthetics, improved air quality, and 
enhanced community well-being 

 Introduce the "Explore" phase, where students will conduct research on tree 
economics.  

 Explain that they will investigate how trees can impact a community's 
finances, energy consumption, and job opportunities. 

 Present the research topics for exploration: 
 Case Study 1: The Financial Impact of Tree-Lined Streets in Urban 

Areas 
 Scenario: Imagine a city named "Greenville" that decided to 

invest in planting and maintaining trees along its streets. 
Over a period of several years, the city added trees to its 
urban landscape. 

 Research Focus: Your task is to research and analyze the 
financial impact of these tree-lined streets on Greenville. 
Investigate how the presence of trees has contributed to 
economic gains by enhancing property values, reducing 
energy expenses, and attracting businesses. 

 Explain that this topic involves researching how trees in urban 
environments contribute to economic gains by enhancing 
property values, reducing energy expenses, and attracting 
businesses.  

 Questions for Research: 
 How have property values changed in areas with tree-

lined streets compared to those without? 
 Are businesses more likely to establish themselves on 

tree-lined streets? If so, why? 
 What energy cost savings have homeowners and 

businesses experienced due to tree shade? 
 Have there been any government incentives or 
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programs to promote tree planting in urban areas like 
Greenville? 

 Case Study 2: How Trees Contribute to Reducing Energy 
Consumption and Cost Savings 

 Scenario: Consider a neighborhood called "Shady Oaks" 
where residents collectively decided to plant trees 
strategically to provide shade to their homes. 

 Research Focus: Your task is to research and analyze how the 
trees in Shady Oaks contribute to reducing energy 
consumption and generating cost savings for homeowners. 
Explore how trees provide shade, reduce the heat island 
effect, and lower energy consumption for cooling and 
heating. 

 Discuss that this topic explores how trees provide shade, 
reduce the heat island effect, and lower energy consumption for 
cooling and heating, resulting in cost savings for individuals and 
communities.  
 Questions for Research: 

 What percentage of energy savings do residents of 
Shady Oaks experience due to tree shading? 
 How do trees help reduce the heat island effect in 
urban areas like Shady Oaks? 
 Have homeowners in Shady Oaks reported any 
noticeable changes in their energy bills after tree 
planting? 
 Are there any citywide policies or initiatives in place to 
encourage tree planting for energy conservation? 

 Case Study 3: The Connection Between Trees and Job Creation in 
Various Industries 

 Scenario: Imagine a town named "Green Valley" that has 
prioritized its tree population and has invested in various tree-
related industries. 
 Research Focus: Your task is to research and analyze the 
connection between trees and job creation in Green Valley. 
Explore the different industries and jobs related to trees, such as 
forestry, urban planning, landscaping, and arboriculture. 
Investigate how trees can create employment opportunities. 
 Clarify that this topic delves into the various industries and 
jobs related to trees, such as forestry, urban planning, 
landscaping, and arboriculture. Students will investigate how 
trees can create employment opportunities.  
 Questions for Research: 

 What industries and job opportunities are directly 
linked to trees in Green Valley? 
 How do local arborists and landscapers contribute to 
tree maintenance and care? 
 Are there educational or training programs in Green 
Valley that prepare individuals for careers related to trees? 
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 Have there been any notable projects or initiatives in 
Green Valley that highlight the role of trees in job 
creation? 

 These case studies provide students with 
concrete scenarios to research and analyze the 
economic contributions of trees in various contexts. 
Students can use these case studies as starting 
points for their investigations, helping them 
understand the real-world applications of tree 
economics. 

 In small groups assign a case study for each group to explore 
 Begin by revisiting the three case studies (Greenville, Shady 
Oaks, Green Valley). Summarize the key points and scenarios in 
each case study, emphasizing the research questions students 
need to answer. 
 Facilitate a class discussion to ensure students have a clear 
understanding of the scenarios and research focus in each case 
study.  

 Encourage students to ask clarifying questions if 
needed. 

 Provide a brief overview of the research guidelines and 
question prompts that students should follow when conducting 
their research.  

 Highlight the importance of using reliable sources and 
citing them properly.  

 Using reliable sources (websites, articles, books): 
Emphasize the importance of using trustworthy 
sources for accurat information. 
 Taking notes on key findings and citing sources 
properly: Instruct students on how to record 
important information and give credit to the 
sources they use. 
 Exploring different aspects of the chosen topic: 
Encourage students to investigate various 
dimensions of their selected topic, looking at both 
quantitative and qualitative aspects. 
 Preparing to present their findings to the class: 
Explain that students will share their research 
findings with their peers, so they should prepare 
concise and informative presentations. 

 Depending on your classroom setup and preferences, allow students 
to either work individually or in small groups to begin their research. 

 Provide access to research materials (books, articles, 
websites) relevant to their chosen case study topics and 
encourage them to take detailed notes.  
 During the research session, circulate among the students, 
offering guidance, answering questions, and ensuring they stay 
on track with their research objectives. 
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  Encourage students to take organized notes during their 
research, focusing on key findings and any relevant statistics, 
examples, or data they discover. 

 Instruct students to organize their research findings into a coherent 
presentation.  

 They should create a brief summary of their chosen topic, 
including key points, statistics, and any compelling examples 
they find. 
 Offer graphic organizers or research templates to help 
students structure their presentations effectively. 

 Here are a few types of graphic organizers that can be 
suitable for organizing research findings related to tree 
economics: 

 Research Notes Template: This simple template 
provides sections for students to record 
information they gather during their research. It 
can include fields for the source, key points, 
statistics, quotes, and any additional notes. This 
format is versatile and adaptable to various 
research topics. 

 Venn Diagram: If students are comparing and 
contrasting different aspects of tree economics, 
a Venn diagram can be helpful. They can use 
this to visualize the similarities and differences 
between their research findings, particularly if 
they are exploring multiple case studies. 

 Mind Map: A mind map can be an excellent 
choice when students want to brainstorm and 
organize interconnected ideas related to their 
research. Each branch of the mind map can 
represent a different aspect or finding, and sub-
branches can include supporting details. 

 Cause and Effect Chart: If the research topic 
involves understanding the cause-and-effect 
relationships related to tree economics, 
students can use this chart to list causes on one 
side and effects on the other. This can help 
them see the relationships clearly. 

 T-Chart: A T-chart can be beneficial when 
students want to compare pros and cons or 
advantages and disadvantages of a particular 
aspect of tree economics. They can list the 
positives on one side and the negatives on the 
other. 

 Timeline: For topics involving the historical 
development of tree economics or the 
evolution of policies, a timeline can help 
students sequence events and developments in 
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chronological order. This can provide a 
historical context for their research. 

 Flowchart: If students are exploring complex 
processes or decision-making pathways related 
to tree economics, a flowchart can help them 
visualize these processes step by step. It can be 
useful for understanding how certain economic 
outcomes are achieved. 

 Allow students to present their research findings to the class based 
on their chosen case studies.  

 Each student or group should have 5-7 minutes to share their 
insights. Encourage visual aids or slideshows if possible. 

 After each presentation, facilitate a brief discussion where students 
can ask questions and provide feedback to their peers. Discuss the 
implications of their findings on tree economics. 

 Presentation Content: 
 What were the key findings presented in this research? 
 Were there any surprising or unexpected discoveries 

during the presentation? 
 Did the presentation effectively address the research 

questions posed? 
 Relevance and Application: 

 How do the findings from this research relate to the 
real-world case study scenario? 

 Can you identify any practical applications or 
implications of this research in our communities or 
urban planning? 

 Economic Impact: 
 In what ways did the research highlight the economic 

contributions of trees? 
 Were there any direct financial benefits mentioned, 

such as increased property values or cost savings? 
 Community Benefits: 

 How do the findings connect to the broader well-
being of a community? 

 Were there any social or environmental benefits 
discussed in the presentation? 

 Challenges and Trade-offs: 
 Did the presentation address any challenges or trade-

offs associated with the economic aspects of tree 
planting and maintenance? 

 Were there any considerations regarding the costs or 
long-term sustainability of the solutions proposed? 

 Future Actions: 
 Based on the research presented, what 

recommendations or actions can be suggested for 
communities, policymakers, or individuals? 

 How might the findings influence future decisions 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



359 

 
Nurturing Plant Sustainability through Policy and 

Incentives  

 
E
co

n
o

m
ic

 E
v
a
lu

a
ti

o
n

s 
o

f 

T
re

e
s 

 

related to tree planting and urban planning? 
 Comparative Analysis: 

 Were there any similarities or differences in the 
economic impacts discussed across different case studies? 
 Can you draw any comparisons between the presented 
research and the scenarios explored in the case studies? 

 Reflection and Personal Takeaways: 
 What did you personally learn from this presentation 
about the economic value of trees? 
 Did the presentation change or reinforce your 
perspective on the importance of trees in our 
communities? 

 These discussion questions can help students 
critically analyze and engage with the research 
findings presented by their peers, encouraging 
thoughtful reflection on the economic 
contributions of trees and their broader 
implications. It also promotes a collaborative 
learning environment where students can share 
insights and perspectives.  

 
Economic Evaluations of Trees (Explain) 
 Introduction to Tree Economics 

 Brief discussion about trees and their importance in our lives. 
 Introduce the concept of economic value of trees, including timber, fruit, 

etc. 
 Tree Value Calculation Activity (30 minutes): 

 Guide students to use the tree value calculator at 
treeplantation.com. 

 Student Guide for Using the Tree Value Calculator at 
Treeplantation.com 

 Website Overview: 
 Treeplantation.com is an online resource that 

focuses on tree planting and the economic 
aspects of forestry. The website offers various 
tools and information related to tree planting, 
environmental benefits of trees, and a unique 
tree value calculator. This calculator is designed 
to help you estimate the monetary value of a 
tree, primarily based on its potential lumber 
worth. 

 Before You Begin: 
 Have the measurements of the tree you want to 

calculate the value for (height, diameter, etc.). 
 Ensure you have internet access and a browser 

to visit the website. 
 Step-by-Step Guide to Using the Calculator: 

 Accessing the Website: 
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 Open your web browser. 
 Type in the URL: treeplantation.com/tree-value-

calculator.html or search for "Tree Plantation 
tree value calculator" in a search engine. 

 Navigating to the Calculator: 
 Once on the Treeplantation.com homepage, 

look for a menu or link to the 'Tree Value 
Calculator'. 

 Click on this link to open the calculator page. 
 Understanding the Calculator Interface: 

 The calculator typically will have fields where 
you can input details about your tree. 

 Common fields include species of tree, height, 
diameter, and quantity (if calculating for more 
than one tree). 

 Entering Tree Details: 
 Input the details of your tree. For example, if 

you're calculating for a chestnut tree, select 
'Chestnut' in the species field (if available), then 
enter its height and diameter. 

 Be precise with your measurements for a more 
accurate estimation. 

 Performing the Calculation: 
 After entering the details, look for a button 

labeled 'Calculate', 'Estimate', or similar. 
 Click this button to perform the calculation. 

 Viewing the Results: 
 The calculator will display an estimated value of 

your tree in terms of its lumber worth. 
 Note that this is a rough estimation and actual 

values can vary. 
 Understanding the Limitations: 

 Remember, the calculator provides an 
estimation based on the timber value alone. 

 It does not account for other ecological or 
social benefits provided by the tree. 

 Additional Learning: 
 Use the website’s resources to learn more about 

the importance of trees beyond their timber 
value. 

 Explore sections about environmental benefits, 
tree planting guides, and forestry economics. 

 Tips for Students: 
 Double-check your measurements for accuracy. 
 Explore different tree species to compare 

values. 
 Discuss with your peers or teacher about how 

this economic value compares to the ecological 
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value of trees. 
 Use this tool as a starting point for broader 

discussions on environmental economics and 
conservation. 

 This guide should help you effectively use the 
tree value calculator on Treeplantation.com. 
Remember, the value of a tree extends beyond 
just its economic worth in timber. Consider this 
as part of a larger learning experience about the 
role of trees in our environment. 

 Each student or group calculates the lumber value of a 30 ft. 
chestnut tree with a diameter of 2 ft. 

 Discuss the limitations of viewing trees solely through an economic lens. 
 Here are some questions to help facilitate that discussion: 

 What are the primary economic benefits associated with 
trees, and how do these benefits impact our perception of 
their value? 

 In what ways can a strict economic perspective on trees lead 
to the overexploitation or degradation of forests and natural 
habitats? 

 Are there non-economic values and benefits of trees that are 
often overlooked when considering their importance, such as 
ecological, cultural, or aesthetic values? 

 How might focusing solely on economic gains from trees 
contribute to unsustainable forestry practices or 
deforestation? 

 Can you think of examples where a narrow economic focus 
on trees has led to negative environmental or social 
consequences? 

 What is the role of trees in maintaining biodiversity and 
ecosystem services, and how do these aspects often go 
unnoticed when solely considering their economic value? 

 re there cultural or spiritual perspectives related to trees that 
are important to acknowledge, even though they may not 
have a direct economic impact? 

 How do different stakeholders, such as indigenous 
communities, conservationists, and policymakers, view trees 
differently when considering their value beyond economics? 

 Are there economic incentives or mechanisms that can be 
implemented to better account for the broader value of trees, 
including their ecological and social benefits? 

 Can you think of ways to balance economic interests with 
environmental and social considerations when making 
decisions about tree management and conservation? 

 What are the ethical implications of valuing trees primarily for 
their economic benefits, especially in the context of climate 
change and global sustainability? 

 How can we raise awareness and promote a more holistic 
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perspective on trees that considers their multiple dimensions 
of value beyond just economics? 

 These questions can serve as a starting point for a thoughtful 
discussion on the limitations of an exclusively economic 
viewpoint when it comes to trees and their significance in our 
world. 

 Briefly review the economic significance of trees discussed in the previous 
class.  

 Begin by discussing the importance of trees in our daily lives and their 
presence in various environments 

 Introduce the concept of ecosystem services and explain that trees 
provide various services beyond their economic value, such as air 
purification, carbon sequestration, and habitat provision. 

 Provide handouts or present slides outlining different 
ecosystem services of trees and their importance. 

 Ecosystem Services of Trees 
 Ecosystem services are the benefits that humans and 
other organisms obtain from ecosystems, including both 
natural and managed environments. Trees, as vital 
components of many ecosystems, provide a wide range of 
services that contribute to the well-being of our planet 
and society. 
 Air Quality Improvement 

 Trees help purify the air by absorbing 
pollutants, including carbon dioxide (CO2), sulfur 
dioxide (SO2), and nitrogen oxides (NOx), and 
releasing oxygen (O2) through photosynthesis. 
Improved air quality leads to healthier living 
conditions. 

  Carbon Sequestration 
 Trees capture and store carbon dioxide from 
the atmosphere, helping to mitigate climate 
change by reducing greenhouse gas 
concentrations. Forests act as carbon sinks, 
reducing the impacts of global warming. 

  Biodiversity Support 
 Forests and individual trees provide habitats for 
a diverse range of wildlife, from insects to 
mammals. They also enhance genetic diversity and 
contribute to the overall health of ecosystems. 

 Water Quality Regulation 
 Tree roots help prevent soil erosion, and trees 
filter and purify water as it moves through the soil. 
This process improves water quality in rivers, lakes, 
and groundwater, benefiting both humans and 
aquatic ecosystems. 

 Flood Control 
 Trees, especially in riparian zones, can absorb 
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excess rainwater and reduce the risk of flooding. 
Their roots stabilize soil, making it less prone to 
erosion during heavy rains. 

 Temperature Regulation 
 The shade provided by trees helps cool urban 
areas and reduce the "heat island" effect. This 
cooling effect enhances human comfort, reduces 
energy consumption for air conditioning, and 
lowers heat-related health risks. 

 Nutrient Cycling 
 Decomposing leaves and organic matter from 
trees enrich the soil with nutrients, improving its 
fertility and supporting plant growth. This cycle 
sustains forest ecosystems. 

 8. Medicinal and Nutritional Resources 
 Many trees yield fruits, nuts, and leaves that are 
used for food, medicine, and traditional remedies 
by communities around the world. 

 9. Recreational and Aesthetic Value 
 Trees contribute to the beauty of landscapes 
and provide spaces for recreation and relaxation, 
enhancing the quality of life in urban and rural 
areas. 

 10. Cultural and Spiritual Significance 
 Trees hold cultural, religious, and spiritual 
significance for ma 

 Engage students in a discussion on how these services benefit both 
the environment and society. 

 Here are some discussion questions to engage students in a 
conversation about how ecosystem services provided by trees 
benefit both the environment and society: 

 How does the role of trees in improving air quality 
impact human health and well-being? Can you think of 
specific health benefits associated with cleaner air? 
 In what ways does carbon sequestration by trees 
contribute to mitigating climate change, and why is this 
important for both the environment and society as a 
whole? 
 Consider the relationship between biodiversity support 
and the balance of ecosystems. How might a diverse 
ecosystem benefit humans beyond its intrinsic value for 
wildlife? 
 Discuss the significance of trees in regulating water 
quality. How does clean water benefit both the 
environment (aquatic ecosystems) and society (human 
consumption and agriculture)? 
 How can trees' ability to control floods be seen as a 
service to both nature and human communities, especially 
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in regions prone to flooding? 
 Think about temperature regulation by trees in urban 
areas. How does this service impact energy consumption, 
human comfort, and public health during heatwaves? 
 Explain the concept of nutrient cycling in forests. Why 

is it crucial for the long-term health and productivity 
of ecosystems, and how does it indirectly benefit 
society? 

 Explore the nutritional and medicinal resources 
provided by trees. How can these resources enhance 
human nutrition and healthcare, particularly in rural 
communities? 

 Discuss the value of trees for recreation and aesthetics 
in urban and natural landscapes. How does access to 
green spaces positively affect mental and emotional 
well-being? 

 Delve into the cultural and spiritual significance of 
trees. How can a strong cultural connection to trees 
lead to conservation efforts and a deeper respect for 
nature? 

 Consider any potential trade-offs between ecosystem 
services and human activities. Can you think of 
situations where the exploitation of trees for economic 
gain might negatively affect these services? 

 Reflect on the interdependence of the environment 
and society. How can a better understanding of these 
ecosystem services help us make more informed 
decisions about tree conservation and management? 

 Have students brainstorm and discuss how economic benefits and 
ecosystem services of trees are interconnected.  

 Ask them to identify examples where economic value and 
ecosystem services align or conflict.  

 Alignment of Economic Value and Ecosystem Services: 
 Sustainable Forestry: When forests are managed 

sustainably, economic value is derived from timber 
production while also ensuring the long-term health of 
the forest ecosystem. Sustainable practices, such as 
selective logging and reforestation, can align 
economic interests with the provision of ecosystem 
services like carbon sequestration and biodiversity 
support. 

 Urban Tree Planting: Planting trees in urban areas can 
enhance property values, reduce energy costs through 
shading and cooling effects, and improve the aesthetic 
appeal of neighborhoods. At the same time, urban 
trees provide valuable ecosystem services, including 
air purification, temperature regulation, and flood 
control. 
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 Eco-Tourism: Natural landscapes with thriving 
ecosystems, including forests, can be economically 
valuable as tourist attractions. These ecosystems 
simultaneously provide services like biodiversity 
support, clean water, and recreational opportunities. 

 Conflict between Economic Value and Ecosystem Services: 
 Deforestation for Agriculture: Clearing forests for 

agriculture or industrial purposes can yield immediate 
economic gains but often conflicts with ecosystem 
services like carbon sequestration, habitat provision, 
and regulation of local climate patterns. It can also 
lead to long-term consequences such as soil erosion 
and loss of biodiversity. 

 Logging Without Sustainable Practices: Unsustainable 
logging practices, such as clear-cutting, can generate 
short-term economic benefits but harm ecosystem 
services by depleting forest resources and disrupting 
the natural habitat. This can result in soil degradation, 
increased carbon emissions, and a loss of biodiversity. 

 Urbanization and Tree Removal: Rapid urbanization 
can lead to the removal of trees to make way for 
buildings and infrastructure, resulting in economic 
development. However, this often conflicts with 
ecosystem services provided by urban trees, such as 
air quality improvement, temperature regulation, and 
flood control. 

 Mining and Extractive Industries: Extractive industries, 
such as mining and oil extraction, can provide 
substantial economic value but often at the expense of 
forest ecosystems. These activities can lead to habitat 
destruction, water pollution, and disruption of 
ecosystem services like soil fertility and carbon 
sequestration. 

 Monoculture Tree Plantations: Large-scale 
monoculture tree plantations, primarily for timber 
production, can generate economic value but often 
lack the biodiversity and ecosystem services provided 
by natural forests. They may also have adverse impacts 
on local communities and water resources. 

 Tree Benefits Calculation Activity  
 treebenefits.com is a website dedicated to illustrating the 
various benefits trees provide in an urban environment. It 
includes a tool that allows users to calculate the annual value of 
these benefits based on specific tree species, size, and location. 
The benefits calculated typically include stormwater interception, 
property value increase, energy savings, air quality improvement, 
and CO2 reduction. 

 Student Instructional Guide for Using Treebenefits.com 
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 Access the Site: Open your web browser and go to 
treebenefits.com. 

 Find the Calculator: 
  Look for a calculator or tool section on the homepage, 
typically labeled as 'Tree Benefit Calculator' or similar. 

 Input Tree Details: 
 Choose the appropriate tree species from a dropdown menu 

or list. 
 Enter the size of the tree, usually in terms of diameter at 

breast height (DBH). 
 Some calculators may also ask for location details to better 

estimate the benefits based on local climate and 
environmental factors. 

 Calculate Benefits:  
 After entering the details, click the calculate button to see an 

estimation of the tree's annual benefits in monetary terms. 
 Understand the Results:  

 The calculator will provide a breakdown of the tree's benefits, 
such as energy savings, air quality improvements, and more. 

 Compare Species:  
 For a comparative study, repeat the process with different 

tree species and sizes to see how the benefits vary. 
 Interpret the Data:  

 Discuss what these benefits mean in a broader environmental 
and economic context. Consider why some trees might offer 
more of a certain type of benefit than others. 

 Reflect and Discuss:  
 Encourage students to reflect on the importance of trees in 

urban environments and how different species contribute 
uniquely to the ecosystem. 

 Students will choose two different tree species on treebenefits.com and 
calculate their benefits. 

 Students analyze and record the benefits of their chosen trees on 
worksheets 
 Each group discusses their findings, focusing on how different trees 
offer varying benefits. 

 Comparative Benefits: How do the benefits of the two tree 
species you researched differ? Which tree provides greater 
environmental benefits and in what way? 
 Species Suitability: Considering the benefits you found, where 
would each tree species be most suitably planted in an urban 
setting? 
 Economic Impact: Discuss how the economic benefits of trees 
(like property value increase) vary between species. What factors 
might influence these differences? 
 Ecological Significance: How do the ecological roles of your 
chosen trees differ in terms of supporting wildlife, improving air 
quality, and contributing to biodiversity? 
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 Adaptation and Climate: How might the benefits of these 
trees change in different climates or urban environments? 
 Conservation Priorities: Based on your findings, which tree 
species do you think should be prioritized for conservation in 
urban areas, and why? 

 Groups present their findings, highlighting the contrasts between their 
chosen trees. 

 Discuss the importance of tree diversity in urban planning and 
environmental sustainability. 

 Ecosystem Services: Different tree species provide a range of 
ecosystem services like air purification, carbon sequestration, and water 
regulation, crucial for urban sustainability. 
 Habitat Diversity: Diverse tree species support a wider range of 

wildlife, contributing to biodiversity in urban areas. 
 Climate Resilience: A variety of trees can better withstand different 

environmental challenges, such as pests, diseases, and climate 
change effects. 

 Aesthetic and Social Benefits: Diverse trees enhance the aesthetic 
value of urban spaces and can cater to different community needs 
and cultural values. 

 Urban Heat Island Effect Mitigation: Different trees have varying 
abilities to mitigate heat through shade and transpiration, helping to 
combat the urban heat island effect. 

 This discussion underscores the multifaceted benefits of integrating 
a variety of trees into urban planning and the role this plays in 
promoting a sustainable and resilient urban environment. 

 
Economic Evaluations of Trees (Elaborate) 
 Begin the lesson by discussing the importance of trees in our environment and 

economy. 
 Environmental Importance of Trees: 

 Oxygen Production: Trees play a vital role in producing oxygen 
through photosynthesis. They absorb carbon dioxide and release 
oxygen, contributing to cleaner air for humans and animals. 

 Biodiversity: Trees provide habitats for a wide variety of wildlife, 
including birds, insects, and mammals. They support biodiversity 
and help maintain ecological balance. 

 Climate Regulation: Trees help regulate the climate by absorbing 
and storing carbon, reducing the greenhouse gas effect, and 
mitigating global warming. 

 Soil Protection: Tree roots help prevent soil erosion, stabilize the 
soil, and improve its quality by retaining moisture and nutrients. 

 Water Quality: Trees filter pollutants from rainwater and help 
maintain water quality in rivers, lakes, and groundwater. 

 Economic Importance of Trees: 
 Timber and Lumber: Trees are a valuable source of timber and 

lumber for construction, furniture, paper, and other industries, 
contributing to the economy. 
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 Agriculture and Food: Many tree species, like fruit and nut trees, 
provide essential food resources, supporting agriculture and local 
economies. 

 Tourism and Recreation: Forests and natural landscapes attract 
tourists and outdoor enthusiasts, stimulating local economies 
through tourism-related businesses. 

 Job Creation: The forestry and logging industries create jobs in rural 
areas, and the tree care and landscaping industries employ many 
people in urban areas. 

 Property Value: Trees can increase property values in residential 
areas, making neighborhoods more attractive and valuable. 

 Introduce the concept of the American chestnut tree and its historical significance. 
 Begin by displaying an image of an American chestnut tree or a chestnut 

nut to capture the students' attention. 
 Provide a brief overview of the American chestnut tree: 

 Mention that the American chestnut tree (Castanea dentata) was 
once one of the most iconic and important tree species in Eastern 
North America. 

 Describe its physical characteristics, such as its towering height, 
large leaves, and the distinctive spiky chestnut burrs that housed its 
nuts. 

 Explain that the American chestnut was known for its prolific nut 
production, with the nuts being an essential food source for both 
wildlife and humans. 

 Discuss the historical significance of the American chestnut tree: 
 Emphasize that the American chestnut played a critical role in the 

lives of early American settlers and Native American communities, 
providing a reliable source of food, timber, and tannin for leather 
production. 

 Highlight its cultural importance, with chestnuts being roasted and 
enjoyed as a popular snack during the fall season. 

 Explain that the American chestnut tree was once one of the 
dominant tree species in Eastern U.S. forests, covering vast areas 
and shaping the region's ecosystems. 

 Address the devastating impact of the chestnut blight: 
 Inform students that in the early 20th century, a deadly fungal 

disease known as the chestnut blight (Cryphonectria parasitica) was 
introduced from Asia, likely through imported chestnut trees. 

 Describe how the chestnut blight quickly spread and decimated the 
American chestnut population, killing mature trees and saplings 
alike. 

 Discuss the ecological consequences of this loss, including the 
disruption of forest ecosystems and the decline in wildlife 
populations that relied on chestnuts for food. 

 Conclude by mentioning that the decline of the American chestnut tree 
serves as a powerful example of the interconnectedness of trees with our 
environment and economy. It underscores the importance of 
understanding and protecting tree species for their ecological and 
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economic contributions. 
 Distribute information packets to each student. These packets 

should contain the following information: 
 The average annual nut yield of a mature American chestnut 

tree (e.g., 50 pounds of nuts per year). 
 The current market price per pound for chestnuts (e.g., $3 per 

pound). 
 The United States, despite its ability to grow chestnuts, 

does not have a significant chestnut industry, with its 
production accounting for less than 1% of the total 
world production. The U.S. market primarily relies on 
imports to meet its chestnut demand. 

 These prices can be influenced by a variety of factors, 
including the species of chestnut, the distribution 
channel, and regional market dynamics. The Asia 
Pacific region, for instance, is a major player in the 
chestnut market due to factors like the growing vegan 
population and the increasing popularity of organic 
and natural food 

 Instruct each group to calculate the annual value of nuts from a 
single chestnut tree using the provided data.  

 The calculation should be as follows: 
 Annual Value = Nut Yield (pounds/year) × Price per Pound 

($/pound) 
 Encourage students to use calculators for accuracy. 
 Emphasize that this calculation represents the potential 

economic benefit of one tree in terms of nut production. 
 Ask if there were any surprising findings or variations among the 

groups' calculations. 
 Encourage students to reflect on the economic significance of 

individual trees and consider the broader implications for 
forest ecosystems and economies. 

 Explain that in this activity, students will participate in a 
debate or role-play to delve deeper into the issue of resource 
ownership. 

 Split the class into two groups: "Public Ownership" and "Private 
Ownership." 

 Encourage students to work with those who share their assigned 
perspective. 

 Distribute handouts containing essential information about the 
American chestnut tree's history, decline due to the chestnut blight, 
and ongoing efforts to reintroduce it. 

 American Chestnut Tree: A Tale of Resilience and Hope 
 History: 

 The American chestnut tree (Castanea dentata) 
was once a dominant and iconic species in the 
eastern United States. It was renowned for its 
towering stature and the bounty of sweet 
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chestnuts it produced. Some key historical facts: 
 Abundance: American chestnuts made 

up a significant portion of the eastern 
U.S. forests, with an estimated 4 billion 
trees at their peak. 

 Economic Importance: Chestnuts played 
a vital role in the local economy, supporting 
industries such as lumber and food 
production. 
 Wildlife Habitat: The tree provided 
crucial habitat and food for various wildlife, 
including deer, bears, and birds. 

 Decline due to Chestnut Blight: 
 Tragically, the American chestnut tree's future 
took a devastating turn in the early 20th century 
due to a fungal pathogen known as the chestnut 
blight (Cryphonectria parasitica): 

 Introduction of the Blight: The chestnut 
blight was accidentally introduced to North 
America around 1904, likely through 
imported Japanese chestnut trees. 
 Rapid Spread: The fungus quickly spread 
throughout the eastern U.S., causing cankers 
on the trees' trunks and branches, eventually 
leading to their death. 
 Devastation: By the 1950s, nearly all 
mature American chestnut trees had 
succumbed to the blight, resulting in one of 
the most significant ecological disasters in 
American history. 

 Ongoing Efforts to Reintroduce the American 
Chestnut: 

 Despite the devastation caused by the chestnut 
blight, efforts to restore the American chestnut 
continue, offering a glimmer of hope: 

 Breeding Programs: Scientists and 
organizations have launched breeding 
programs that aim to develop blight-
resistant American chestnut trees. They cross 
the American species with blight-resistant 
Asian chestnuts to create hybrid trees that 
retain the American chestnut's 
characteristics. 
 Citizen Engagement: Numerous citizen-
led initiatives have emerged to promote 
awareness and involvement in chestnut 
restoration projects. These initiatives often 
include planting and monitoring chestnut 
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trees. 
 Research and Genetic Engineering: 
Ongoing research explores genetic 
engineering techniques that may produce 
fully American chestnut trees resistant to the 
blight. 
 Conservation Organizations: Various 
conservation organizations are actively 
involved in chestnut restoration, providing 
funding, expertise, and support for research 
and replanting efforts. 

 The story of the American chestnut tree's decline and 
ongoing efforts to reintroduce it serves as a poignant 
reminder of the ecological impact of introduced 
pathogens and the importance of conservation and 
restoration initiatives. The hope is that one day, the 
American chestnut tree will once again thrive in our 
forests, enriching ecosystems and our cultural heritage. 

 Allow each group to discuss and digest this information. 
 Instruct each group to brainstorm and prepare arguments for their 
assigned position:  

 public ownership (controlled by the government) or private 
ownership (individuals or companies) of natural resources, using 
the American chestnut case as an example. 

 Encourage students to consider ecological, economic, and ethical 
aspects. 

 Ecological Aspects: 
 Biodiversity: Discuss how the presence or absence of 

American chestnut trees can impact local biodiversity. 
Consider the species that rely on chestnut trees for 
food and habitat. 

 Ecosystem Services: Explore the ecosystem services 
provided by American chestnuts, such as soil 
stabilization, carbon sequestration, and their role in 
nutrient cycling. 

 Invasive Species: Examine the ecological consequences 
of introducing non-native species (e.g., the chestnut 
blight) and how it can disrupt natural ecosystems. 

 Economic Aspects: 
 Timber Industry: Analyze the economic impact of the 

chestnut blight on the timber industry, including the 
loss of valuable timber resources. 

 Agriculture: Consider the economic benefits of 
chestnut trees as a source of food and income for local 
communities in the past and the potential economic 
benefits of their restoration. 

 Restoration Costs: Evaluate the economic resources 
required for chestnut tree restoration efforts, including 
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breeding programs and monitoring. 
 Ethical Aspects: 

 Stewardship: Encourage students to reflect on our 
ethical responsibility to preserve and restore native 
species like the American chestnut, considering our 
role as stewards of the environment. 

 Property Rights: Discuss the ethical implications of 
who should own and control natural resources—
individuals, corporations, or governments—and how 
this ownership may affect equitable access. 

 Introducing Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs): 
Engage in an ethical debate about the use of genetic 
engineering to create blight-resistant American 
chestnuts, considering the potential consequences, 
risks, and benefits. 

 Ensure that each group has ample time to research and prepare 
their arguments.  

 Encourage them to gather facts, statistics, and examples to 
support their positions. Provide access to resources such as 
articles, reports, and expert opinions. 

 Rethinking Common vs. Private Property (David 
Ellerman): This article discusses the 
misconception of the "private ownership of the 
means of production" and proposes a shift 
towards a system where the responsibility 
principle is applied to the products of labor, 
possibly leading to worker cooperatives or 
democratic firms. 

 State vs. Federal Ownership & Management 
(Drivin' & Vibin'): This piece presents viewpoints 
from different individuals on the management 
of public lands, discussing the advantages and 
disadvantages of state or federal control, and 
how it impacts forests, wildlife, and the beauty 
of nature. 

 Socialism and Public Ownership (Britannica): 
The article provides an overview of socialism, 
focusing on the doctrine that advocates for 
public rather than private ownership or control 
of property and natural resources, and how this 
concept fits within the broader societal context. 

 History of the Federal Use of Eminent Domain 
(Justice.gov): This resource explains the U.S. 
Supreme Court's perspective on federal 
eminent domain power, including historical 
cases where the government exercised this 
power to appropriate property for public uses, 
like parkland and infrastructure. 
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 Public Trust Principle (EgbertoWillies.com): This 
article discusses the public trust principle in U.S. 
law, emphasizing the government's role as a 
trustee of natural resources for the benefit of 
present and future generations. 

 Public vs. Private Sector Debate (Visfu.com): 
This resource compares the public and private 
sectors, highlighting their respective 
advantages, limitations, and the importance of 
both sectors working together for societal 
benefit. 

 Private Ownership of Land (CamusWolf): This 
article critically examines the concept of private 
land ownership, especially in the context of 
landlords and housing, proposing alternatives 
like nationalization of housing services. 

 Role Assignment (Optional): Within each group, students can 
assume specific roles, such as the lead debater, a researcher, a 
counter-argument expert, and a timekeeper. This can help distribute 
responsibilities and enhance the depth of the discussion. 

 Structure of the Mock Debate or Role-Play: 
 Opening Statements (5 minutes each group): 

 Begin with an opening statement from the "Public 
Ownership" group, followed by the "Private 
Ownership" group. 

 Each group should present a concise overview 
of their position and the key points they will be 
addressing. 

 Rebuttal and Counter-Arguments (5 minutes each group): 
 The "Public Ownership" group presents its arguments 

and counters any points made by the "Private 
Ownership" group. 

 The "Private Ownership" group then presents its 
arguments and counters any points made by the 
"Public Ownership" group. 

 Encourage students to respectfully challenge 
and question each other's arguments. 

 Cross-Examination (5 minutes each group): 
 Allow each group to cross-examine the opposing 

group. This is an opportunity for one group to ask 
questions about the other group's arguments. 

 Encourage critical thinking and evidence-based 
responses. 

 Rebuttal and Counter-Rebuttal (5 minutes each group): 
 Provide each group with a chance for a brief rebuttal 

and counter-rebuttal, where they can address any new 
points raised during cross-examination. 

 Audience Questions (10 minutes): 
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 Open the floor to the rest of the class for questions. 
Encourage students to ask thoughtful and relevant 
questions to both groups. 

 Remind students to maintain a respectful and 
constructive tone during this phase. 

 Closing Statements (3 minutes each group): 
 Conclude the debate or role-play with closing statements 

from each group. Summarize key arguments and reiterate the 
main points supporting their positions. 

 Moderation and Timer: 
 Moderator(s): Designate one or two students or the teacher 

as moderators to facilitate the debate. Their role is to 
maintain order, keep track of time, and ensure respectful 
conduct. 

 Timer: Use a visible timer or a digital timer projected on a 
screen to ensure that each segment of the debate or role-
play adheres to the allocated time. This helps maintain 
fairness and keeps the discussion on track. 

 After the debate or role-play, consider providing feedback and assessment 
based on criteria such as argument clarity, evidence usage, respectful 
conduct, and overall presentation.  

 Encourage students to reflect on what they've learned from the 
exercise and how it may have influenced their perspectives on 
resource ownership. 

 
. 
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Sustainability and Services 
Nurturing Plant Sustainability through Policy and Incentives  — Public Interest 

versus Public Relations  

 

Public Interest versus Public Relations:  Educator Background Information 

In our increasingly interconnected world, the health of our planet's ecosystems and 
natural resources is a topic of paramount importance. Middle school students, in 
particular, are at a critical stage of development where they can begin to grasp the 
complex relationship between human activities, government policies, and the well-being 
of our environment. "Nurturing Plant Sustainability through Policy and Incentives — 
Public Interest versus Public Relations" is a comprehensive curriculum designed to 
empower students with the knowledge and critical thinking skills necessary to engage 
with this vital issue. 
 
Plant Sustainability and its Significance: The unit kicks off with an introduction to the 
fundamental concept of plant sustainability. Through interactive activities and age-
appropriate discussions, students are exposed to the essential role that plants play in 
our lives, from providing oxygen to supporting biodiversity and even contributing to 
our food supply. They begin to understand the concept of sustainability as a responsible 
and mindful approach to using resources, ensuring a harmonious balance between 
human needs and the needs of the environment. 
 
Government Policies and Incentives: As the unit progresses, students delve into the 
world of government policies and incentives that shape our environmental practices. 
Simplified real-world examples help them grasp the idea that governments can 
influence how we interact with the environment by enacting laws, regulations, and 
incentives. These lessons provide a foundation for understanding the broader context of 
environmental governance. 
 
Public Interest versus Public Relations: One of the central themes explored in this 
curriculum is the balance between public interest and public relations in policy-making. 
Through engaging activities, students consider how policies can be influenced not only 
by genuine concern for the environment (public interest) but also by factors like 
corporate interests or public image (public relations). They are encouraged to think 
critically about the motivations behind policy decisions and to evaluate the impact on 
plant sustainability. 
 
By the end of this unit, students will not only have a basic understanding of plant 
sustainability, government policies, and incentives but will also be equipped with the 
skills to analyze and discuss complex issues surrounding environmental policy and the 
competing forces of public interest and public relations. 
 
As they progress through the lessons, they will engage in discussions, hands-on 
activities, and case studies that stimulate critical thinking and foster a sense of 
responsibility toward the environment. This curriculum aims to empower the next 
generation of environmentally conscious citizens who can advocate for sustainable 
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policies and make informed decisions about our planet's future. Through "Nurturing 
Plant Sustainability through Policy and Incentives — Public Interest versus Public 
Relations," we hope to inspire young minds to be stewards of our environment and 
catalysts for positive change. 
 
Real World Connections/Careers 
A wide range of real-world careers and professions utilize the information and 
concepts covered in the curriculum "Nurturing Plant Sustainability through Policy and 
Incentives — Public Interest versus Public Relations." These careers often focus on 
environmental sustainability, conservation, policy-making, and public engagement. 
Here are some examples: Environmental Policy Analyst, Environmental Scientist, 
Conservation Biologist, Environmental Journalist, Environmental Lawyer, Botanist, 
Corporate Sustainability Manager  
 
Unit Objectives: 
By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
 Explain the concept of plant sustainability and its significance in maintaining a 

healthy environment. 
 Recognize the role of government policies in shaping environmental practices and 

their impact on plant sustainability. 
 Evaluate how incentives provided by governments can influence individuals and 

organizations to adopt sustainable plant-related practices. 
 Discuss the concept of public interest in relation to plant sustainability and 

recognize its importance in environmental policy-making. 
 
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS): 
 
MS-LS2-4: "Construct an argument supported by empirical evidence that changes to 
physical or biological components of an ecosystem affect populations."  
MS-ESS3-3: Apply scientific principles to design a method for monitoring and 
minimizing a human impact on the environment. 
MS-ESS3-4: Construct an argument supported by evidence for how increases in human 
population and per-capita consumption of natural resources impact Earth's systems. 
 
Vocabulary  
 
Sustainability: The ability to maintain or support something over the long term without 
harming the environment or depleting resources. 
 
Policy: A set of rules, regulations, or laws that guide decision-making and actions, often 
created by government or organizations. 
 
Incentive: Something that motivates or encourages individuals or groups to act in a 
certain way, often by offering rewards or benefits. 
 
Public Interest: Actions, policies, or decisions made for the benefit of the general public 
or the common good rather than for private or personal gain. 
 
Public Relations: The practice of managing and shaping the public image and 
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perception of an individual, organization, or company. 
 
Environment: The surroundings in which an organism lives, including the air, water, 
land, and other living organisms. 
 
Conservation: The protection, preservation, and responsible use of natural resources, 
including plants, to ensure their long-term survival. 
 
Biodiversity: The variety of different species of plants, animals, and microorganisms in 
an ecosystem. 
 
Ecosystem: A community of living organisms (plants, animals, and microorganisms) and 
their physical environment, interacting and functioning together. 
 
Resource: A naturally occurring material or substance that can be used to meet human 
needs or achieve specific purposes. 
 
Environmental Impact: The effect of human activities on the environment, which can be 
positive or negative. 
 
Natural Habitat: The specific environment where a particular plant or animal species 
naturally lives and thrives. 
 
Endangered Species: A species of plant or animal that is at risk of becoming extinct, 
often due to habitat loss or other threats. 
 
Sustainable Practices: Actions or behaviors that aim to minimize negative impacts on 
the environment and promote long-term ecological balance. 
 
Public Awareness: Knowledge and understanding of environmental issues and policies 
by the general population. 
 
Advocate: A person who actively supports or promotes a cause, policy, or idea, often to 
influence positive change. 
 
Ethical: Relating to principles of morality and what is considered morally right or wrong, 
especially in terms of environmental responsibility. 
 
Critical Thinking: The ability to analyze and evaluate information, arguments, and 
situations objectively and logically. 
 
Stewardship: The responsible management and care of resources, including plants, to 
ensure their well-being for future generations. 
 
Legislation: Laws or rules created and enacted by a governing body, such as a 
government or legislative assembly. 
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Public Interest versus Public Relations (engage) 
 Begin with a captivating story or video about a rare and magical plant that needs 

help to survive. 
 Begin by dimming the lights slightly to create a sense of adventure. 

 Share a brief tale about the Verdalia Plant, emphasizing its rarity and 
the magical qualities it possesses. Describe the plant's unique 
appearance, its shimmering leaves, and its role in maintaining the 
balance of the enchanted forest. 

 Mention that you have uncovered an ancient "Quest Scroll" that 
reveals the location of the Verdalia Plant but cautions that it's in 
danger and needs their help. 

 Distribute the "Quest Scrolls" to each student or group of students (if 
working in pairs or small groups). 

 Explain that the students have been chosen as the brave "Plant 
Explorers" tasked with embarking on a quest to find and protect the 
Verdalia Plant from extinction. 

 Encourage them to imagine themselves as characters in an epic 
adventure. 

 The Tale of the Enchanted Verdalia Plant 
 Once upon a time, in the heart of an ancient forest, there thrived a 

hidden world of enchantment and wonder. Amidst the towering trees 
and whispering leaves, a legend was born – the legend of the Verdalia 
Plant. 

 The Verdalia was no ordinary plant; it was a symbol of life's delicate 
balance and the key to preserving the magic of the forest. With vibrant 
emerald leaves that sparkled like precious gems and petals that 
shimmered like morning dew, the Verdalia was a true marvel of nature. 

 But, like all magical wonders, the Verdalia was not immune to the 
challenges of its environment. The forest faced threats from 
deforestation and pollution, and the Verdalia's survival hung in the 
balance. 

 One bright morning, a group of middle school students ventured deep 
into the forest on a field trip, led by their enthusiastic science teacher, 
Ms. Evergreen. As they hiked along the winding trails, they stumbled 
upon the legendary Verdalia Plant, bathed in the soft glow of sunlight 
filtering through the leaves. 

 Ms. Evergreen shared the remarkable story of the Verdalia with her 
students, igniting their curiosity and wonder. She explained that the 
plant held the secret to maintaining the forest's unique magic, 
ensuring that it remained a haven for countless creatures. 

 The students were captivated by the Verdalia's beauty and 
significance. They felt an overwhelming desire to protect it and ensure 
its survival for generations to come. Inspired, they made a solemn 
promise to become the "Guardians of the Verdalia." 

 With newfound determination, the students embarked on a journey of 
discovery and action. They researched plant sustainability, learning 
about the delicate balance between public interest and public 
relations. They realized that the fate of the Verdalia rested not only on 
nature's whims but also on human choices. 
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 The students shared their mission with their community, rallying 
support for the protection of the forest and its magical inhabitants. 
They organized fundraisers, educational events, and tree-planting 
initiatives. Their efforts captured the attention of local media, and the 
story of the Verdalia spread far and wide. 

 As the years passed, the Verdalia thrived, and the forest remained a 
sanctuary of enchantment. The students, now grown, knew that their 
commitment to the plant had made a difference. They had learned that 
the power of public interest, driven by their deep connection to the 
Verdalia, could triumph over the allure of mere public relations. 

 And so, the legend of the Verdalia Plant lived on, a testament to the 
magic of nature, the determination of youth, and the enduring lesson 
that when we unite for a common cause, we can protect the wonders 
of our world for generations to come. 

 Challenge students to imagine they are on a quest to save this plant from 
extinction and share their initial thoughts on why it's important. 

 Invite students to share their initial thoughts and feelings about the 
quest. 

  Ask open-ended questions like: 
 Why do you think it's important to save the Verdalia Plant? 
 How might the disappearance of such a rare and magical plant 

affect the forest and its inhabitants? 
 What challenges or obstacles might they face on their quest? 

 Begin by telling the students that they are embarking on a thrilling expedition 
in search of unique and magical plant species hidden within the classroom, 
including the legendary Verdalia Plant.  

 The purpose of this scavenger hunt is to immerse students in an 
interactive learning experience where they become "Plant Explorers" on 
a quest to discover and appreciate unique plant species.  

 Hand out maps of the classroom with markings indicating the locations of the 
hidden "unique plant species," including a special marking for the Verdalia 
Plant.  

 Scavenger Hunt Teams  
 Organize students into teams of 3-4 "Plant Explorers" each.  
 Assign a team leader to keep track of their progress 
 Explain that each team's mission is to find the hidden plant species 

marked on their maps, with the ultimate goal of discovering the rare 
Verdalia Plant. 

 Potted plants (real or artificial) placed strategically around the 
classroom to create an expedition atmosphere.  

 Expedition Instructions  
 Emphasize that they should observe each plant carefully, jotting down 

notes about its appearance, habitat, and any unique features. 
 Emphasize that they should observe each plant carefully, jotting down 

notes about its appearance, habitat, and any unique features that make 
it special.  

 Emphasize that the information they gather will be essential to 
understanding the significance of these plants in the enchanted 
forest  
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 Begin the Expedition  
 Start the scavenger hunt by having each team choose a starting point 

marked on their maps. 
 As students explore, encourage them to engage with the plants, gently 

touch the leaves, smell any scents (if using real plants), and take their 
time to make observations. 

 Prepare scavenger hunt cards to be placed with each plant 
species. These cards can include information such as: 

 These cards can include information such as: 
 Name of the plant species. 
 A brief description of the plant's appearance. 
 Its habitat or natural range. 
 Any historical or cultural significance. 
 A question or prompt to encourage critical thinking, such as "Why do 

you think this plant is magical?" 
 Example Scavenger Hunt Cards: 

 Card 1 - "The Verdalia Plant" 
 Appearance: Shimmering emerald leaves, petals 

that sparkle like morning dew. 
 Role in the Enchanted Forest: Guardian of the 

forest's magic; ensures the forest remains vibrant 
and full of wonder. 

 Significance: Legends say it holds the key to 
preserving the magic of the forest. 

 Question: "Why might the Verdalia Plant be 
considered magical and important for the 
enchanted forest?" 

 Card 2 - "The Mystic Fern" 
 Appearance: Delicate, feathery fronds with a 

vibrant shade of green. 
 Role in the Enchanted Forest: Purifies the air, 

creating a calm and serene atmosphere in the 
forest. 

 Significance: Maintains the peaceful and 
enchanting ambiance that makes the forest so 
magical. 

 Question: "How can a fern like this contribute to 
the tranquil atmosphere of the enchanted forest?" 

 Card 3 - "The Enchanted Orchid" 
 Appearance: Exquisite, exotic petals with intricate 

patterns. 
 Role in the Enchanted Forest: Attracts beneficial 

forest creatures like fairies and fireflies. 
 Significance: Fosters harmony and balance within 

the enchanted ecosystem. 
 Question: "Why might the presence of the 

Enchanted Orchid be essential for the forest's 
overall harmony?" 

 Card 4 - "The Whispering Willow Tree" 
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 Appearance: Graceful branches that sway gently in 
the wind. 

 Role in the Enchanted Forest: Provides guidance 
and wisdom to the creatures of the forest. 

 Significance: Helps forest inhabitants make wise 
decisions to protect their home. 

 Question: "How might the Whispering Willow 
Tree's whispers benefit the enchanted creatures?" 

 Card 5 - "The Luminescent Moss" 
 Appearance: Glowing moss found on the forest 

floor. 
 Role in the Enchanted Forest: Illuminates the 

darkest corners of the forest. 
 Significance: Keeps the forest aglow with magical 

light and guides nocturnal creatures. 
 Question: "What role does the Luminescent Moss 

play in maintaining the enchanted forest's 
beauty?" 

 Card 6 - "The Guardian Oak" 
 Appearance: The oldest and most majestic tree in 

the forest. 
 Role in the Enchanted Forest: Protects the heart of 

the forest and keeps it safe from harm. 
 Significance: Legends say that the Verdalia Plant is 

hidden beneath its sprawling roots. 
 Question: "Why might the Guardian Oak be 

considered the protector of the enchanted forest?" 
 Card 7 - "The Harmony Honeysuckle" 

 Appearance: Fragrant honeysuckle with sweet 
scents. 

 Role in the Enchanted Forest: Emits a fragrance 
that calms disturbances in the forest. 

 Significance: Maintains a peaceful and harmonious 
atmosphere. 

 Question: "How does the Harmony Honeysuckle 
contribute to the overall harmony of the 
enchanted forest?" 

 Gather all teams in the designated "base camp" area within the classroom. 
 Facilitate a discussion about the roles of each plant species they 

encountered during the scavenger hunt. 
 What observations did you make about the appearance of the 

Verdalia Plant during the scavenger hunt, and how do these 
characteristics relate to its role in the enchanted forest? 

 We encountered the Mystic Fern during our expedition. How did 
its appearance contribute to the peaceful and serene 
atmosphere of the enchanted forest, and why might this be 
important for the forest's magic? 

 The Enchanted Orchid is said to attract beneficial forest 
creatures like fairies and fireflies. Why is it important for the 
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enchanted forest to have these creatures, and how does the 
orchid play a role in this? 

 The Whispering Willow Tree has branches that sway gently in 
the wind and seem to whisper secrets. How might these 
characteristics be significant for the creatures of the forest, and 
what wisdom might they gain from the tree's whispers? 

 The Luminescent Moss illuminates the darkest corners of the 
enchanted forest. How does its glowing presence benefit the 
ecosystem, and what role does it play in the overall 
enchantment of the forest? 

 The Guardian Oak is known as the protector of the enchanted 
forest. How does its majestic presence contribute to the sense of 
security within the forest, and why is this significant for 
preserving its magic? 

 The Harmony Honeysuckle emits a fragrance that calms 
disturbances in the forest. How does this sweet scent contribute 
to the harmonious atmosphere of the enchanted forest, and why 
is harmony essential for its magic to thrive? 

 Can you think of any real-world parallels where certain plants 
play vital roles in ecosystems or cultural beliefs? How do these 
roles relate to the roles of the plants in our enchanted forest? 

 How can understanding the roles of these magical plants in the 
enchanted forest help us appreciate the importance of plant 
sustainability and conservation in the real world? 

 In what ways do you think public interest and public relations 
could influence efforts to protect and sustain these magical 
plants in the enchanted forest? 

 Encourage students to share their observations and 
insights about how each plant contributes to the magic of 
the enchanted forest. 

 Introduce the concept of public perception by explaining that the way people 
view and value plants can impact their conservation. 

 Start by explaining that public perception refers to how people view, 
perceive, and value plants, animals, or any other aspects of the natural 
world around them. 

 Emphasize that public perception is crucial because it can significantly 
influence how individuals and communities approach conservation 
efforts for these plants. 

 Illustrate this concept with a real-world example: 
 "Imagine a plant like the Verdalia Plant, which we've discovered 

today, exists in our world, just as it does in our enchanted forest. 
The way people view and value this plant can determine whether 
it thrives or faces the risk of disappearing." 

 Explain that when people understand the importance of a plant, 
its role in an ecosystem, or its cultural significance, they are 
more likely to support efforts to protect it.  

 However, if the public does not recognize or value a 
plant, it can become vulnerable to habitat destruction, 
overharvesting, or neglect. 
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 Connect this concept to the students' scavenger hunt experience by 
stating that through their observations and discoveries today, they 
have gained insights into the roles and significance of these plants in 
the enchanted forest. 

 Encourage students to reflect on how their newfound 
understanding might influence their perception of these plants 
and, by extension, their commitment to preserving them. 

 Finally, express that as responsible "Plant Explorers," they have 
the opportunity not only to deepen their own appreciation for 
these plants but also to share their knowledge and passion with 
others, thereby positively impacting public perception and 
contributing to plant conservation efforts. 

 Ask students to imagine they are part of a public relations team 
responsible for promoting the importance of preserving the enchanted 
forest and its magical plants. 

 Divide students into smaller teams within their Plant Explorer 
groups. 

 Task each team with brainstorming ideas on how to educate the 
public about the roles of the plants and the significance of plant 
sustainability for the enchanted forest. 

 Here are prompts to help each team brainstorm ideas on 
how to educate the public about the roles of the plants 
and the significance of plant sustainability for the 
enchanted forest: 

 Create an Educational Campaign: How can your team 
design an engaging educational campaign to inform the 
public about the vital roles played by each plant species 
in the enchanted forest? Think about visuals, slogans, and 
messages. 

 Storytelling and Legends: Explore ways to weave 
captivating stories and legends around these plants to 
pique the public's interest. How can storytelling be used 
to convey the importance of plant sustainability? 

 Interactive Workshops: Consider organizing interactive 
workshops or events that allow the public to experience 
the magic of the enchanted forest firsthand. How can you 
make these workshops both educational and 
entertaining? 

 Educational Materials: What types of educational 
materials can your team create, such as brochures, 
posters, or online resources, to provide information about 
the plants' roles and the significance of plant 
sustainability? 

 Collaborations: Think about potential collaborations with 
local schools, environmental organizations, or community 
groups. How can you work together to spread the 
message about plant conservation? 

 Art and Creativity: Explore the use of art, such as 
paintings, sculptures, or music, to convey the beauty and 
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significance of these plants. How can art inspire public 
interest and appreciation? 

 Public Presentations: Brainstorm ideas for public 
presentations or talks where your team members can 
share their discoveries and insights about the enchanted 
forest and its magical plants. 

 Online Engagement: In today's digital age, online 
platforms are powerful tools for education. How can your 
team leverage social media, websites, or videos to reach a 
broader audience and foster interest in plant 
sustainability? 

 School Programs: Consider initiatives aimed at schools, 
such as educational programs or field trips to the 
enchanted forest. How can you make learning about 
plants an exciting adventure for students? 

 Advocacy and Conservation: Beyond education, how can 
your team encourage the public to take concrete actions 
to support plant sustainability and conservation efforts in 
the enchanted forest? 

 Feedback and Adaptation: Discuss ways to gather 
feedback from the public and adapt your educational 
strategies based on their responses. How can you ensure 
that your efforts effectively convey the message? 

 Measuring Impact: Consider methods for measuring the 
impact of your public education efforts. How will you 
know if you are successfully raising public awareness 
about the importance of these plants and plant 
sustainability? 

 Emphasize that no idea is too wild or impractical during this 
brainstorming phase.  

 Encourage teams to think creatively and consider various approaches 
such as storytelling, art, interactive experiences, and online 
engagement. 

 Remind them to connect their ideas with the enchanting and magical 
qualities of the forest. 

 Instruct teams to review their list of ideas and select the top two 
or three that they believe are most engaging and impactful.  

 Invite each team to share their selected public education strategy with 
the rest of the class. 

 Encourage students to be creative and enthusiastic while 
presenting their ideas. 

 After each team presentation, open the floor for a brief discussion and 
feedback session. 

 Encourage the class to provide constructive feedback on the 
presented strategies, highlighting strengths and offering 
suggestions for improvement. 

 Reflection  
 Ask students to reflect on the class discussion and feedback 

session. 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



385 

 
Nurturing Plant Sustainability through Policy and 

Incentives  

 
P

u
b

li
c 

In
te

re
st

 v
e
rs

u
s 

P
u

b
li
c 

R
e
la

ti
o

n
s 

 

 What were some common themes or ideas that emerged across 
different teams' public education strategies? teams' public 
education strategies? 

 Did any particular strategy stand out to you as especially 
creative or impactful? Why? 

 Were there any strategies that surprised you or made you see 
the role of plants in the enchanted forest in a new light? 

 How did the enchanting qualities of the forest and its plants 
influence the strategies that were presented? 

 What elements from the scavenger hunt experience did you 
notice being incorporated into the strategies? How did this 
connection enhance the strategies? 

 During the discussion and feedback session, were there any 
suggestions or improvements offered for each team's strategy 
that you found particularly valuable? 

 Reflect on your team's strategy. Did the class discussion and 
feedback session provide insights that could help you make your 
strategy even more effective? 

 In what ways did the strategies emphasize the significance of 
plant sustainability for the enchanted forest? 

 How might these public education strategies influence the way 
people perceive and value the plants in the enchanted forest? 

 As "Plant Explorers," what responsibility do we have in nurturing 
public interest in plant conservation, and how can we use public 
relations to achieve this? 

 Consider the broader context. How do you think public 
perception and public interest in plant sustainability impact real-
world conservation efforts? 

 What did you learn from this activity about the intersection of 
public interest, public relations, and plant sustainability, and how 
might this knowledge be applied beyond our enchanted forest 
adventure? 

 Have each team consider any adjustments or refinements they might 
want to make to their strategies based on the inp 

 
 
.Public Interest versus Public Relations (Explore) 
 Begin by introducing the importance of understanding and conserving local plant 

species 
  Ecological and Cultural Importance: 

 Local plant species are vital for ecosystem health, biodiversity, and 
cultural heritage, playing key roles in environmental balance and 
reflecting the history and traditions of local communities. 

 Economic and Environmental Services: 
 These plants are essential for economic activities like agriculture and 

ecotourism, and provide crucial environmental services, including air 
and water purification, soil stabilization, and carbon sequestration. 

 Real-World Examples of Conservation Success: 
 Successful conservation efforts, such as the restoration of native 
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prairies in the Midwest USA, which enhanced biodiversity and 
supported local wildlife, or community-led initiatives in urban areas to 
create green spaces with native plants, illustrating the positive impact 
of conservation on local ecosystems and communities. 

 Show a slideshow featuring images from the Missouri Botanical Garden and 
other herbarium databases. 

 Assign each student or group a specific plant to research briefly during the 
class. 

 Set up several stations around the classroom, each featuring different types of 
local plants. This can include potted plants, herbarium sheets, or high-quality 
photographs. 

 At each station, provide a fact sheet about the plant, including its 
scientific name, common name, habitat, role in the ecosystem, and any 
unique adaptations. 

Oak Tree (Quercus spp.) 
Scientific Name: Quercus spp. 
Common Name: Oak 
Habitat: Found in temperate forests, woodlands, and can thrive in 
various soil types. 
Role in Ecosystem: Provides habitat and food for numerous species 
including birds, mammals, and insects. Oaks are also important for 
maintaining forest biodiversity. 
Unique Adaptations: Thick bark helps protect against fire; deep root 
system aids in water and nutrient absorption, making them resilient 
in different environments. 

 
Purple Coneflower (Echinacea purpurea) 
Scientific Name: Echinacea purpurea 
Common Name: Purple Coneflower 
Habitat: Native to North American prairies and open woodlands. 
Role in Ecosystem: Attracts pollinators like bees and butterflies; 
seeds are eaten by birds in the winter. 
Unique Adaptations: The cone-shaped flower head is adaptive for 
attracting pollinators; the plant has medicinal properties and is used 
in herbal remedies. 
 
Venus Flytrap (Dionaea muscipula) 
Scientific Name: Dionaea muscipula 
Common Name: Venus Flytrap 
Habitat: Native to subtropical wetlands on the East Coast of the 
United States. 
Role in Ecosystem: Controls insect populations; a unique example of 
a carnivorous plant contributing to nutrient cycling in nutrient-poor 
soil. 
Unique Adaptations: Snap trap mechanism to catch and digest 
insects, compensating for the low-nutrient soil in its natural habitat. 
 
Cattail (Typha spp.) 
Scientific Name: Typha spp. 
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Common Name: Cattail 
Habitat: Commonly found in freshwater wetlands, marshes, and 
along riverbanks. 
Role in Ecosystem: Provides habitat and nesting material for wildlife; 
helps in filtering pollutants from wetlands. 
Unique Adaptations: Long, vertical growth maximizes exposure to 
sunlight; rhizomes help in stabilizing soil and spreading quickly in 
suitable habitats. 
Saguaro Cactus (Carnegiea gigantea) 
Scientific Name: Carnegiea gigantea 
Common Name: Saguaro Cactus 
Habitat: Native to the Sonoran Desert in Arizona, the Mexican State 
of Sonora, and the Whipple Mountains and Imperial County areas 
of California. 
Role in Ecosystem: Provides food and shelter for desert wildlife; an 
iconic symbol of the American southwest. 
Unique Adaptations: Can store large amounts of water; its pleated 
design allows expansion for water storage, and it's slow-growing 
but can live for over 200 years. 

 Encourage students to fill out a worksheet as they move between stations, 
noting observations about leaf shapes, flower types, colors, and any other 
distinctive features.  

 If available, use microscopes or magnifying glasses to examine plant 
specimens. This can include leaf structures, seeds, or flower parts. 

 Provide guided questions for students to answer as they examine each 
specimen, focusing on the microscopic characteristics of plants. 

 Leaf Examination: 
 Observe the leaf under the microscope. Can you describe the 

shape and arrangement of cells you see? 
 Are there any visible structures on the surface of the leaf, like 

stomata or trichomes (tiny hairs)? What might be their function? 
 How does the leaf’s microscopic structure support its function in 

photosynthesis and gas exchange? 
 Flower Structures: 

 Look at the flower’s reproductive parts. Can you identify and 
describe the different parts of the stamen and pistil? 
 Notice the pollen grains. What is their texture and shape under 
the microscope? How might these characteristics help in 
pollination? 
 If possible, examine the ovary of the flower. Can you make out 
any ovules? How do you think these structures function in plant 
reproduction? 

 Stem Cross-Section: 
 Examine a cross-section of the stem. Can you identify the 
different layers and types of cells? 
 Look for vascular bundles (xylem and phloem). What do you 
think is their role in the plant? 
 Observe the arrangement of tissues in the stem. How does this 

structure support the plant? 
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 Root Examination: 
 Observe the root under the microscope. Can you describe the 

arrangement of cells in different layers of the root? 
 Look for root hairs. Why are these structures important for the 

plant? 
 Can you identify the area of cell division (meristem) at the root 

tip? Why is this region crucial for root growth? 
 Seed and Pollen Examination: 

 Examine the structure of seeds and pollen grains. How do the 
shapes and sizes vary among different plants? 

 Can you see any protective structures or coatings on the seeds 
or pollen? Why might these be important? 

 Discuss how the microscopic features of seeds and pollen might 
aid in their dispersal. 

 Reconvene as a class and facilitate a discussion about the observations and 
findings from the stations. 

 Comparative Observations: 
 "Which plant characteristics stood out to you the most at each 

station, and why?" 
 "Did anyone notice any similarities or differences between the 

plants you observed? What might these tell us about their 
environments or functions?" 

 Adaptations and Functions: 
 "Can anyone describe a unique adaptation you observed and 

explain how it might help the plant survive in its environment?" 
 "How do the features you observed contribute to the plant's 

overall lifecycle and reproductive strategies?" 
 Environmental Impact and Interactions: 

 "Did you observe any characteristics that indicate how these 
plants might interact with other organisms or their 
environment?" 

 "What role do you think these plants play in their ecosystems 
based on your observations?" 

 Personal Reflections: 
 "Was there anything that surprised or intrigued you about the 

plants you examined?" 
 "How has examining these plants up close changed your 

perception of the role of plants in nature?" 
 Begin by introducing the concept of government and its role in creating and 

enforcing rules and regulations to protect the environment.  
 Emphasize that governments play a crucial role in shaping policies related to 

plant sustainability. 
 Open Discussion: Engage the class in an open discussion about the 

importance of government involvement in environmental protection.  
 Prompt students with questions such as: 

 Why do we need government policies to protect plants and the 
environment? 

 What are some examples of rules and regulations that help 
ensure plant sustainability? 
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 How can government policies influence our behavior and 
choices related to plants and the environment? 

 Summarize the key points from the discussion.  
 Highlight that government policies can have a significant impact 

on plant sustainability by setting guidelines, promoting 
responsible practices, and preventing harm to plant ecosystems. 

 Divide the class into small groups, assigning each a role related to plant 
conservation (e.g., botanist, local government official, environmental activist). 

 Each group discusses and presents ideas on how to protect the local 
plant species they studied, considering factors like habitat loss, climate 
change, and pollution. 

 Offer each group informational handouts or digital resources relevant 
to their role to help them understand the complexities and 
responsibilities associated with it  

 Botanist 
 Background Information: 

 Botanists are scientists who study plant life. Their 
work often involves researching plant species, 
understanding their biology, ecology, and 
distribution. 

 They play a crucial role in identifying plants that 
are rare, endangered, or invasive and 
understanding the impacts of environmental 
changes on plant life. 

 Discussion Points: 
 What specific threats do the local plants face? 
 How can we conduct research to better 

understand these plants and their needs? 
 What methods can we use to preserve these 

species and their habitats? 
 Local Government Official 

 Background Information: 
 Government officials are responsible for making 

and enforcing policies that affect local 
environments. They work with various 
stakeholders, including scientists, conservationists, 
and the public, to balance environmental and 
developmental needs. 

 Their decisions can impact land use, environmental 
protection laws, and resource allocation for 
conservation projects. 

 Discussion Points: 
 How can local policies support plant conservation? 
 What are the challenges in balancing development 

and conservation? 
 How can we involve the community in 

conservation efforts? 
  Environmental Activist 

 Background Information: 
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 Environmental activists work to raise awareness 
about ecological issues and advocate for policy 
changes. They often engage in public campaigns, 
education, and collaboration with other 
organizations to protect natural resources. 

 They can be instrumental in bringing attention to 
specific conservation issues and mobilizing public 
support. 

 Discussion Points: 
 How can we increase public awareness and interest 

in local plant conservation? 
 What creative methods can we use to campaign 

for these plants? 
 How do we engage with policymakers and the 

wider community effectively? 
 Create specific scenarios or challenges related to local plant 

conservation for each group to address. This can involve dealing 
with a new development project, a sudden change in local 
climate conditions, or a newly discovered endangered plant 
species.  

 Botanist Scenario: Newly Discovered Endangered Plant 
Species 

 Scenario: 
 A new plant species has been discovered in 

a local forest, but it's already facing the 
threat of extinction due to its limited 
distribution and a recent fungal disease 
outbreak. 

 Challenge: 
 Develop a research plan to study the plant's 
ecology, identify its critical habitat 
requirements, and devise strategies to protect 
it from the disease. 

 Key Considerations: 
 Assessing the plant's population size and 
health. 
 Determining the factors contributing to its 
endangered status. 
 Collaborating with local conservation 
groups and government officials for 
conservation measures. 

 Local Government Official Scenario: Proposed 
Development Project 

 Scenario: 
 A new commercial development project is 
proposed in an area that is known to be a 
habitat for several native plant species, some of 
which are crucial for local biodiversity. 

 Challenge: 
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 Balance the need for economic 
development with the need to protect these 
plant species. Consider proposing alternative 
solutions or mitigation strategies. 

 Key Considerations: 
 Environmental impact assessments of the 

proposed development. 
 Public opinion and the potential for community 

backlash. 
 Legal obligations and conservation policies that 

need to be adhered to. 
 Environmental Activist Scenario: Climate Change Impact 

 Scenario: 
 Recent changes in local climate conditions, such as 

increased temperatures and altered precipitation 
patterns, are adversely affecting the growth and 
survival of several local plant species. 

 Challenge: 
 Launch a campaign to raise awareness about the 

impact of climate change on local flora. Advocate 
for policy changes and community actions to 
mitigate these impacts. 

 Key Considerations: 
 Educating the public about the link between 

climate change and plant conservation. 
 Engaging with media and leveraging social media 

for outreach. 
 Organizing community events or initiatives like 

tree planting or conservation workshops. 
 Schedule 'negotiation meetings' where representatives from each 

group meet to discuss their goals and plans. 
 Encourage groups to identify areas of mutual interest and 

potential conflicts, and work towards collaborative solutions. 
 Role Playing Negotiation Scenarios: 

 Set up scenarios where groups must negotiate with each other. 
For example, the botanists might need to convince the 
government officials to adopt specific conservation measures in 
their policy. 

 Each group should review their role play card and prepare their 
arguments and negotiation strategies. 

 During the negotiation, groups will meet and present their 
viewpoints, trying to persuade others while also considering 
compromises. 

 Encourage active listening and respectful debate, focusing on 
finding common ground. 

 After negotiations, groups can debrief and discuss the 
outcomes, reflecting on the challenges and successes of the 
process. 

 Botanist Group Role Play Card: 
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 Objective: Convince the government officials to include 
specific conservation measures in their environmental 
policy to protect the newly discovered plant species. 

 Key Points to Negotiate: 
 The necessity of a protected area for the 

endangered plant species. 
 Funding for research and conservation programs. 
 Public education and awareness initiatives about 

the importance of plant conservation. 
 Concerns to Address: 

 Balancing conservation efforts with local 
development needs. 

 Ensuring the scientific research is actionable and 
relevant to policy. 

 Government Official Group Role Play Card: 
 Objective: Balance economic development with 

environmental conservation, ensuring sustainable growth 
while protecting plant species. 

 Key Points to Negotiate: 
 Possible compromises on development plans to 

protect critical habitats. 
 Integrating scientific findings into practical policy 

measures. 
 Budget allocation for environmental conservation 

and enforcement. 
 Concerns to Address: 

 Public opinion and potential backlash against 
restrictive policies. 

 Long-term economic impacts of stringent 
environmental regulations. 

 Environmental Activist Group Role Play Card: 
 Objective: Advocate for strong measures against climate 

change impacts on local plant species and push for 
substantial policy changes. 

 Key Points to Negotiate: 
 Implementing strict regulations on activities 

contributing to climate change. 
 Encouraging community-driven conservation 

initiatives. 
 Seeking governmental support for widespread 

awareness campaigns. 
 Concerns to Address: 

 Overcoming resistance from stakeholders invested 
in the status quo. 

 Ensuring that policy changes are realistic and 
enforceable. 

 Feedback and Revision: 
 After negotiations, each group revises their plans or policies 

based on the feedback and agreements made. 
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 This step emphasizes the iterative nature of real-world decision-
making and policy development. 

 Final Presentation and Collective Decision: 
 Each group presents their final plan, policy, or campaign to the 

class. 
 Conduct a class-wide discussion to reflect on how each group’s 

objectives and strategies can be integrated into a collective 
decision or action plan. 

 After all presentations, bring all groups together for a 
roundtable discussion. 

 The goal is to integrate the different objectives and 
strategies into a unified action plan. 

 As the facilitator, guide the discussion by highlighting 
common goals, potential synergies, and addressing any 
conflicting points. 

 Encourage each group to consider the feasibility 
and impact of integrating different aspects of their 
plans. 

 Drafting a Collective Action Plan: 
 Work towards drafting a collective action plan that incorporates 

elements from each group’s proposals. 
 Encourage students to prioritize actions, discuss 

implementation strategies, and consider any potential 
challenges. 

 Reflection and Feedback: 
 Conclude the session with a reflection period where students 

can share their thoughts on the process. 
 Discuss what they learned about the complexities of 

environmental decision-making and policy development. 
 Solicit feedback on the role-play exercise itself - what worked well, 

what could be improved, and how it impacted their understanding of 
the topic. 

 
Public Interest versus Public Relations (Explain)  
 Begin the lesson by discussing the concept of incentives and their potential role in 

promoting sustainable urban regreening practices.  
 Explain that incentives are rewards or benefits that encourage people to 

engage in environmentally friendly actions, particularly in urban settings. 
 Urban regreening refers to the deliberate and strategic efforts to reintroduce 

green spaces, vegetation, and natural elements into urban environments that 
have experienced a decline in greenery or environmental quality.  

 This process aims to revitalize and improve the ecological and aesthetic 
aspects of urban areas, making them more sustainable, livable, and 
environmentally friendly 

 Can you think of examples of urban areas that have 
undergone regreening efforts?Ron Finley's Guerrilla 
Gardening in South Central Los Angeles: This project 
demonstrates how Ron Finley transformed underutilized 
spaces in his neighborhood into productive gardens, 
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addressing the issue of food deserts. It's an excellent 
example of community-driven urban greening  

 Innovative Ways to Create More Urban Green 
Spaces - Project Learning Tree (plt.org)  

 Green Stormwater Solutions in Urban Areas: Many cities 
are adopting nature-based solutions to manage 
stormwater effectively. By creating green spaces, cities 
can mimic natural ecosystems, allowing stormwater to 
soak into the ground rather than pooling on hard 
surfaces. This approach not only combats flooding and 
pollution but also provides additional benefits like 
improving mental and physical health and connecting 
people with nature ‘ 

 Regreening Cities: Strategies to Build Resilience 
and Community - National League of Cities 
(nlc.org)  

 How might incentives motivate individuals and communities to 
participate in such projects? 

 Introduce the concept of a Classroom Urban Sustainability Auction  
 Explain that they will have the opportunity to participate in an auction 

where they can bid on various potted plants using play money. 
 The activity planned will help us learn about incentives and 

sustainable urban practices.  
 In this auction, you'll have a chance to become urban 

sustainability champions by bidding on various items that 
represent sustainable practices for our city or school 
environment.  

 We'll use play money to make our bids 
 items available for bidding 

 Energy-Efficient LED Light Bulbs: These bulbs can 
help reduce electricity consumption in our homes, 
cutting down on energy bills and carbon 
emissions.  

 Composting Kit: Perfect for diverting organic waste 
from landfills and creating nutrient-rich soil 

 Rain Barrels: Collect rainwater to promote water 
conservation.  

 Community Garden Plot: Get a piece of our 
community garden where you can grow your own 
sustainable produce  

 Public Transportation Passes: Encourage eco-
friendly commuting by using public transportation  

 Reusable Shopping Bags: Reduce single-use plastic 
bag waste by using reusable shopping bag  

 Solar-Powered Charger: Harness the power of the 
sun to charge your devices sustainably.  

 Urban Wildlife Habitats: Provides guidance on 
creating wildlife-friendly spaces, such as 
birdhouses, bat boxes, and native plant gardens, to 
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support biodiversity in urban areas. 
 Street and Alleyway Greening: transform 

underutilized urban spaces into green areas, 
incorporating features like community gardens, 
tree-lined sidewalks, and pocket parks.  

 Begin by explaining to the students that they will be participating in the Urban 
Sustainability Auction as cities or schools competing for sustainability 
resources.  

 Inform them that they will work in groups, with each group 
representing a 'city' or 'school' in the auction.  

 Depending on your class size and the number of students, you 
can have several groups, ideally with 3-5 students in each group. 
Ensure that each group is diverse and includes a mix of 
personalities and skills.  

 Once groups are formed, provide each group with a designated space 
in the classroom where they can collaborate during the auction. Ensure 
that each group has access to the list of sustainability items/initiatives 
and their play money.  

 Clearly communicate that teamwork and collaboration within each 
group are essential, as they will need to make collective decisions on 
which sustainability initiatives to bid on and how much to allocate from 
their budget. 

 Encourage students to come up with a creative name for their 
'city' or 'school' group, fostering a sense of identity among the 
teams. 

 Prior to the auction, allocate time for students to work within 
their 'city' or 'school' groups to identify the needs and wants of 
their urban community.  

 Emphasize that each 'city' or 'school' has taken their 
unique needs and wants into account when considering 
which sustainability initiatives to bid on. This will add a 
strategic element to their decision-making process.  

 This exercise will help them determine which 
sustainability items/initiatives are most relevant to their 
unique circumstances. 

 Provide each group with a worksheet or chart 
where they can brainstorm and list the specific  

 needs and wants of their 'city' or 'school.' 
 Identify 5 Needs (essential Sustainability Goals) 

 Prioritize these needs 
 Top 5 Wants (Desirable Sustainability 

Enhancements) 
 Prioritize these wants 

 Budget Allocation (How Would You Distribute Your 
Budget for Bidding?): 

 Consider how you would allocate your budget to 
address your needs and wants. Would you allocate 
more funds to address critical needs or evenly 
distribute your budget across a range of wants? 
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 Encourage students to consider factors such 
as energy efficiency, waste reduction, 
transportation, green spaces, and overall 
environmental impact. 

 Remind students to think about the long-term benefits and 
impact of their choices on their 'urban environment.' 

 Explain that the bidding will be conducted in turns. Each 'city' or 
'school' will take its turn to place bids on the items they desire. 
Encourage them to discuss among their team members and decide 
how much of their budget they want to allocate for each bid. 

 Remind students that their budget is limited, and they must strategize 
wisely. They can choose to go all-in on a particular item they consider 
essential or spread their bids across multiple initiatives. 

 As the auctioneer, you'll facilitate the bidding process, announce the 
highest bidder for each item, and record the winning 'city' or 'school' 
next to the item. 

 Emphasize that in addition to the starting bids and potential 
incentives, there will also be occasional "bonus incentives" 
during the auction to add an extra layer of excitement and 
strategy.  

 Briefly explain that the success of their 'city' or 'school' in the auction 
will depend on their ability to work together, strategize, and make 
informed choices.  

 Start the Urban Sustainability Auction, presenting one sustainability item or 
initiative at a time. As the auctioneer, provide details about each item's 
benefits, adjusted starting bid, and potential incentives to add value.  

 LED Bulbs - Starting Bid: $10 
 Composting Kit - Starting Bid: $15 
 Rain Barrels - Starting Bid: $20 
 Community Garden Plot - Starting Bid: $25 
 Public Transportation Passes - Starting Bid: $20 
 Reusable Shopping Bags - Starting Bid: $10 
 Solar-Powered Charger - Starting Bid: $20 
 Urban Wildlife Habitats - Starting Bid: $20 

 Street and Alleyway Greening - Starting Bid: $30Invite students, representing 
their 'cities' or 'schools,' to participate in the bidding using their play money. 
Encourage them to consider various factors: 

 The item's relevance to their identified needs and wants. 
 How well it aligns with their sustainability goals. 

 Potential long-term benefits for their 'urban environment 
 Keep track of each student's acquisitions and remaining play money on 

the whiteboard or a chart. This transparency will help them manage 
their budgets effectively and strategize for future bids. 

 Repeat this process for each sustainability item/initiative, ensuring that 
students have the opportunity to bid, strategize, and compete for the 
resources they believe will have the most significant positive impact on 
their 'city' or 'school.' 

 Throughout the auction, introduce occasional "bonus incentives." For 
example, announce that any student who spends more than half of 
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their remaining play money on a specific item will receive an extra item 
for free. This introduces an additional layer of incentives.  

 Bonus Plants for LED Bulbs: Any student who spends more than 
half of their remaining play money on LED bulbs will receive a 
bonus plant for their 'city' or 'school.' This encourages a 
commitment to energy efficiency. 

 Decorative Pots for Rain Barrels: Students who commit to 
purchasing rain barrels for their 'city' or 'school' will receive 
decorative pots to enhance the visual appeal of their sustainable 
garden. This promotes rainwater harvesting and aesthetic green 
spaces. 

 Extra Public Transportation Passes: 'Cities' or 'schools' that 
prioritize public transportation initiatives by collectively 
spending more than half of their budget on public 
transportation passes will receive extra passes, making eco-
friendly commuting even more accessible. 

 Bonus Tree Saplings for Greening: Incentivize 'cities' or 'schools' 
that allocate more than half of their budget to street and 
alleyway greening with bonus tree saplings. This encourages the 
transformation of underutilized urban spaces into green and 
vibrant areas. 

 After the auction is complete, gather the students for a debriefing discussion 
to reflect on their experiences and decisions during the Urban Sustainability 
Auction. 

 Begin by asking questions such as: 
 How did incentives, like bonus offers, impact your bidding 

decisions during the auction? 
 Did you find yourself bidding more for items that aligned with 

your 'city' or 'school's' needs and wants, or did you try to save 
your play money for future opportunities? 

 How did the introduction of bonus incentives affect your 
decision-making process? Did they influence your strategy? 

 Can you draw parallels between this simulation and real-life 
situations where incentives play a significant role in influencing 
choices 

 Encourage students to share their thoughts, strategies, 
and any challenges they faced during the auction. 
Emphasize the importance of considering sustainability 
goals and budget constraints in their decisions. 

 Summarize the main concepts discussed in the lesson, particularly focusing on 
the role of incentives in decision-making.  

 Reinforce the idea that incentives can be powerful motivators for 
individuals, cities, and schools when it comes to making sustainable 
choices. 

 Highlight the importance of considering sustainability needs and wants, 
managing budgets wisely, and strategizing effectively in both simulated 
and real-life scenarios. 

 Conclude the lesson by emphasizing that understanding the impact of 
incentives and making informed decisions are crucial skills when 
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working toward a more sustainable and environmentally friendly urban 
future. 

 
Public Interest versus Public Relations (Elaborate) 
 Begin by asking students if they have heard about environmental issues like 

pollution, deforestation, or climate change.  
 Encourage a brief class discussion about these topics and what they know 

about them. 
 Explain that today's lesson will focus on how communities and individuals can 

take action to address environmental concerns. 
 Present the concept of grassroots action and top-down initiatives.  

 Use relatable examples, such as a school organizing a cleanup day 
(grassroots) and the government implementing new environmental 
regulations (top-down). 

 Begin by reading a simplified version of the provided text, 
focusing on the key points about grassroots action. Here's a 
simplified version: 

 "Grassroots action is when regular people in a community 
join forces to solve environmental issues that matter to 
them. Imagine your school deciding to clean up a nearby 
park or plant more trees in your neighborhood. That's 
grassroots action – everyday folks taking matters into 
their own hands." 

 Engage the students in a discussion about 
grassroots action: 

 "Why do you think it's important for 
communities to come together and solve 
environmental problems on their own, 
instead of waiting for someone else to do 
it?" 

 "Let's imagine your school wants to clean 
up a local park. Would it be better if 
everyone in your school decided to help, or 
if only a few teachers or adults were in 
charge of cleaning up? Why?" 

 "What might be some benefits of grassroots 
action when it comes to making lasting  

 Engage students with a brainstorming activity. 
Divide the class into small groups and ask each 
group to think of an environmental problem they 
would like to solve in their community. Have them 
come up with ideas for grassroots actions to 
address the issue. 

 Ask each group to share their ideas with the 
class, emphasizing the importance of 
involving the community in finding 
solutions.  

 Engage the students in a discussion about top-down 
initiatives: 
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 "Now, let's talk about top-down initiatives. This is 
when a higher or outside authority, like the 
government or a big company, makes a plan to 
solve environmental problems. They develop the 
plan and tell communities what to do to fix the 
issues."  

 "What do you think are some advantages of 
having a higher authority, like the 
government, create plans to solve 
environmental problems?" 

 "Do you see any potential challenges or 
disadvantages with top-down initiatives? 
Why or why not?" 

 "Can you think of any examples where 
you've heard of the government or a big 
company 

 changes for the environment?" 
 Introduce the idea that sometimes, outside entities can interfere with 

grassroots efforts.  
 Explain that this interference can come in various forms, 

including astroturfing (masking sponsors), political lobbying, and 
companies shifting blame to consumers. 

 Now, let's dive deeper into the idea of who should be 
responsible for solving environmental problems. We'll discuss 
some real-life examples to help us think critically about this. 

 Examples: 
 Greenhouse Gases: It was mentioned that a relatively 

small number of (fossil fuel) companies are responsible 
for a significant portion of greenhouse gas emissions, 
even though millions of people drive cars powered by 
these fuels. Who do you think should bear the 
responsibility for reducing greenhouse gas emissions in 
this case? 

 Toxic Waste: The example of toxic waste highlights that a 
large portion of it comes from the mining industry, with 
just 88 metal mine facilities responsible for almost half of 
it. Who should be held accountable for dealing with toxic 
waste – the mining companies, the government, or 
individual consumers? 

 Palm Oil and Snack Food Companies: "Another example 
involves snack food companies using palm oil, which 
leads to deforestation in Southeast Asia. Should the 
responsibility for stopping deforestation and protecting 
the environment fall on these companies, the consumers 
who buy their products, or another group altogether?" 

 Encourage students to share their thoughts on these examples 
and consider the following questions: 

 "Do you believe that those who directly cause 
environmental problems should be responsible for fixing 
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them? Why or why not?" 
 "Should consumers, like us, play a role in holding 

companies accountable for their environmental impact? 
How can we do that?" 

 "In your opinion, what's the best way to ensure that those 
who contribute to environmental issues take 
responsibility and work towards solutions?" 

 "Can you think of any other examples from your own 
experiences or from the news where responsibility for 
environmental problems was a topic of discussion?" 

 To explore the question of whether individuals or industries should bear more 
responsibility for environmental problems through independent argument 
development students are going to try and answer the question "Should 
individuals or industries bear more responsibility for environmental 
problems?"  

 Each student will independently prepare arguments for one side of the 
debate: either for individuals' responsibility or for industries' 
responsibility. 

 Use the worksheet below to guide your argument development. 
 For Individuals' Responsibility  

 Argument: Explain why you believe individuals 
should bear more responsibility for environmental 
problems. 

 Evidence: Provide examples or reasons to support 
your argument. 

 Counter-Argument: Anticipate and address 
potential counter-arguments from the perspective 
of industries' responsibility. 

 For Industries' Responsibility  
 Argument: Explain why you believe industries 

should bear more responsibility for environmental 
problems. 

 Evidence: Provide examples or reasons to support 
your argument. 

 Counter-Argument: Anticipate and address 
potential counter-arguments from the perspective 
of individuals' responsibility. 

 Introduce students to the concepts of externalities and greenwashing, and to 
encourage critical thinking about their role as consumers and community 
members in addressing environmental issues. ‘ 

 Externalities Explanation:  
 Define externalities as hidden costs that affect society and the 

environment while businesses may profit. These costs are often 
not included in the price of products or services, making them 
appear cheaper than they truly are. 

 Examples of Externalities:  
 Buying cheap plastic water bottles that contribute 

to plastic pollution. 
 Choosing products that appear inexpensive but 
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harm the environment in the long run. 
 Engage students in a discussion by asking: 

 "Can you think of other examples where the true 
cost of a product or action is hidden, and society 
pays the price 

 Greenwashing Explanation:  
 Explain greenwashing as a deceptive practice where some 

companies falsely claim to be environmentally friendly while 
making minimal efforts to reduce their environmental impact. 

 Examples of Greenwashing: 
 misleading slogans, vague claims, or superficial 

eco-friendly packaging. 
 Critical Thinking:  

 Encourage students to think about how they can 
be more critical consumers and identify 
greenwashing. Discuss strategies they can use to 
spot genuine environmentally responsible 
companies. 

 Discussion Questions: 

 "How can consumers like us become more aware 
of greenwashing?" 

 "What steps can you take to ensure that you 
support companies with genuine environmental 
commitments 

 Deepen students' understanding of greenwashing by researching and 
identifying real-world examples in advertisements or products they 
encounter in their daily lives.  

 Provide guidelines for their research, including: 

 Searching for advertisements, product labels, or marketing 
materials that make environmental claims. 

 Identifying specific claims that appear misleading or 
exaggerated. 

 Investigating whether the company's environmental actions 
align with their claims. 

 Explain the in-class activity to the students. They will work individually 
to research and find real-life examples of greenwashing in 
advertisements or products during this class.  

 Introduce the template they will use to report their findings. Explain the 
sections they need to fill out, such as the name of the company, the 
product or advertisement, the environmental claim, and their analysis.  

 Company Name: 
[Enter the name of the company associated with the 
greenwashing example.] 

 Product or Advertisement: 
[Specify the product or advertisement where you found the 
greenwashing claim.] 

 Environmental Claim: 
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[Describe the environmental claim made by the company. This 
could include slogans, labels, or statements that imply eco-
friendliness.] 

 Location of Discovery: 
[Provide information on where you encountered this example, 
such as a magazine, website, or product packaging.] 

 Analysis: 
[In this section, analyze the greenwashing example by 
addressing the following questions:] 

 Why did you choose this particular example of greenwashing? 

 What specific aspects of the environmental claim appeared 
misleading or exaggerated? 

 Did you find any evidence that contradicts the company's 
environmental claim? 

 How might this greenwashing tactic impact consumers' choices 
or perceptions? 

 Allow students to conduct their research during the in-class activity. 
Encourage them to explore a variety of sources, such as magazines, 
websites, or even product labels at home.  

 After the research period, ask students to share their findings with the 
class. Each student can present one example of greenwashing they 
discovered during their research. 

 Discussion: After each presentation, facilitate a brief discussion 
by asking questions such as: 

 "Why did you choose this particular example of greenwashing?" 

 "How did the company's claims differ from their actual 
environmental practices?" 
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Sustainability and Services 
Nurturing Plant Sustainability through Policy and Incentives  — Identifying 

Disenfranchisement  

 
Identifying Disenfranchisement:  Educator Background Information 
 
In our exploration of societal dynamics, it's crucial to delve into the concepts of 
disenfranchisement and marginalization. These terms encapsulate the experiences of 
individuals and communities who find themselves on the fringes of societal 
participation and influence. 
 
Disenfranchisement, at its core, is the act of depriving someone of their rights and 
privileges, especially their ability to influence policies or make their voices heard. This 
can manifest in various ways, from voter suppression tactics that hinder specific groups 
from exercising their right to vote, to policies that limit access to quality education and 
economic opportunities for certain communities. Disenfranchisement essentially 
undermines the fundamental principles of a democratic society, eroding the idea that 
every citizen's voice should be heard and valued. Imagine the frustration and 
powerlessness that come with being denied the ability to shape the direction of your 
community or country. 
 
Marginalization, on the other hand, refers to the treatment of individuals, groups, or 
ideas as insignificant or peripheral. When someone is marginalized, they are made to 
feel as if they don't truly belong or matter within their own society. This treatment can 
lead to profound feelings of alienation, victimization, and cynicism. Consider the impact 
of practices like redlining, which segregate and limit access to housing and resources 
for specific racial or ethnic groups. Marginalization is also evident in media 
representations that perpetuate harmful stereotypes and exclude diverse voices, as well 
as in unequal opportunities in employment and education. Those who are marginalized 
often struggle to have their voices heard and their needs addressed, which perpetuates 
cycles of inequality. 
 
What makes disenfranchisement and marginalization even more concerning is their 
potential to hinder grassroots efforts and community activism. When individuals or 
small groups are denied their basic rights or treated as insignificant, it becomes 
challenging for them to mobilize and advocate for change. The feeling that the majority 
"just doesn't care" or lacks the resources to fight systemic issues can be demoralizing. 
Grassroots movements often start small and local, with the primary goal of advocating 
for their interests rather than dictating policies for others. However, when 
disenfranchised or marginalized, even these noble efforts can face significant hurdles. 
 
In a democratic society, it's essential to guard against the "tyranny of the majority" and 
ensure that minority rights are respected and protected. Disenfranchisement and 
marginalization are not isolated issues but rather systemic challenges that persistently 
affect certain groups. These issues underscore the importance of empathy, critical 
thinking, and a commitment to social justice. By understanding these concepts, we can 
work toward a society where everyone's voice is heard, and no one is pushed to the 
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periphery. 
 
Real World Connections/Careers 
Many real-world careers are related to the study of agriculture, its history, and its impact 
on society. These careers encompass a wide range of fields and industries, each with its 
unique focus and responsibilities. Here are some examples of careers that involve the 
study of agriculture: Agricultural Scientist, Historian of Agriculture,  Crop Consultant, 
Ethnobotanist, Archaeologist, Food Historian  
 
Unit Objectives: 
By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
 
 Students should be able to define and explain the concepts of disenfranchisement 

and marginalization in the context of farming communities and global agriculture.  
 Be aware of the challenges faced by farmers, especially in third-world countries, due 

to factors such as limited access to resources, economic inequalities, and lack of 
representation.  

 
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS): 
 
MS-ESS3-3: Apply scientific principles to design a method for monitoring and 
minimizing a human impact on the environment. 
MS-ESS3-4: Construct an argument supported by evidence for how increases in human 
population and per-capita consumption of natural resources impact Earth's systems. 
 
Vocabulary 
Disenfranchisement: The act of depriving a person or a group of people of their rights or 
privileges, especially the right to vote or participate in the decision-making process. It 
often leads to a lack of representation and influence in society. 
 
Marginalization: The treatment of individuals, groups, or concepts as insignificant or 
peripheral, often resulting in their exclusion from the mainstream or from equal 
participation in social, economic, or political activities. 
 
Agriculture: The practice of cultivating land, raising crops, and rearing animals for the 
purpose of producing food, fiber, and other products essential to human life. Agriculture 
plays a critical role in sustaining communities and economies. 
 
Globalization: The process of increasing interconnectedness and interdependence 
among countries and regions of the world, primarily through the exchange of goods, 
services, information, and ideas. It has far-reaching impacts on various aspects of 
society, including agriculture. 
 
Sustainability: The capacity to maintain or support a certain level of activity or a 
particular way of life over the long term without depleting or harming the resources and 
natural systems on which it depends. In the context of agriculture, sustainability often 
refers to practices that promote environmental conservation and long-term food 
security. 
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Identifying Disenfranchisement (engage)  
 Begin by introducing the lesson's theme: understanding the challenges faced by 

farmers, especially those in third-world countries. 
 Show a brief video or a series of images depicting farmers and their daily lives 

in third-world countries. This visual context will help students connect with the 
topic. 

 Distribute small pots, soil, and a few bean seeds to each student. Explain that 
they will be engaging in a hands-on activity to symbolize the challenges faced 
by farmers. 

 Instruct students to plant the bean seeds in their pots, but here's the 
twist: they will encounter a specific challenge while planting. Each 
student will draw a challenge card that represents a real issue faced by 
farmers in third-world countries. 

 Limited Access to Clean Water: Your seedlings struggle to 
germinate due to a lack of clean water. Water your seedlings 
sparingly during germination. 

 Poor Soil Quality: Your soil lacks essential nutrients for 
germination. Mix rocks or other amendments into your soil to 
reduce its quality before planting your bean seeds. 

 Pest Infestation: Pests pose a threat to the germination of your 
seedlings. Create small holes or marks on the seeds or soil to 
mimic the potential damage caused by pests. 

 Extreme Weather Conditions: Your area experiences extreme 
weather conditions, including droughts and floods, which can 
hinder germination. Adjust your watering schedule to account 
for these conditions. 

 Limited Sunlight: Your seeds struggle to germinate in low-light 
conditions. Place your pots in a location with limited access to 
sunlight during germination. 

 Inadequate Tools: You have limited access to proper gardening 
tools, which can impact the germination process. Use makeshift 
tools or your hands for planting and soil preparation. 

 Lack of Quality Seeds: You don't have access to high-quality 
seeds for germination. Plant your bean seeds, but choose the 
smallest and least healthy-looking ones. 

 Economic Constraints: Due to financial limitations, you have a 
restricted budget for germination. Use only a small amount of 
soil and resources for each pot. 

 Crop Diseases: Seedlings are vulnerable to diseases during 
germination. Create small spots or discolorations on the seeds 
or seedlings to simulate the risk of disease. 

 Land Scarcity: You have limited land available for germination. 
Plant your bean seeds closely together in a small space, which 
can affect their growth. 

 Ask students to label their pots with the challenge they've 
drawn. This step directly connects the challenge they face 
with the real challenges farmers encounter in their 
farming practices. 

 Group Discussions  
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 Form small groups of 3-4 students each. 
 Within their groups, have students share their challenges 

and discuss how these challenges might affect the growth 
of their bean seeds.  

 Encourage them to think about the difficulties farmers 
face in caring for their crops under these conditions. 

 After the discussions, facilitate a class debriefing. Ask each 
group to share a summary of their discussions and insights.  

 Discussion Questions: 
 How did the challenges you faced while planting 

your empathy seeds affect their germination and 
growth? 

 Did you notice any differences between the growth 
of your empathy seeds and what you might expect 
from typical modern farming conditions? 

 What did you learn about the challenges faced by 
farmers in third-world countries during the 
germination stage of their crops? 

 How did these challenges make you feel about the 
difficulties farmers encounter in their daily lives? 

 Did you come up with any creative solutions to 
overcome the challenges you faced while planting 
your seeds? 

 Here are some general guidelines: 
 Moisture Check: Before each watering, check the 

moisture level of the soil by inserting your finger 
about an inch deep. If the soil feels dry at this 
depth, it's time to water. 

 Conservative Watering: When you water, do so 
sparingly. Use a small amount of water to dampen 
the soil's surface, and allow it to slowly absorb into 
the soil. Avoid saturating the soil. 

 Infrequent Watering: Limit the frequency of 
watering to mimic scarcity. Water the empathy 
seeds only when the soil has dried out to the 
appropriate depth. 

 Observation: Keep a close eye on the soil moisture 
and the condition of the seedlings. Adjust your 
watering schedule based on the specific challenges 
you've chosen and how they affect the 
germination process. 

 What to Measure Over the Coming Weeks: 
 Seed Germination: Measure and record the 

number of empathy seeds that successfully 
germinate and grow over the coming weeks. 
Compare this to the expected germination rate 
under normal conditions. 

 Seedling Growth: Monitor the growth of the 
seedlings over time. Measure their height and 
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overall 
  health regularly to see if there are any noticeable 

differences among the seedlings that faced various 
challenges. 

 Student Reflections: Have students maintain journals 
where they reflect on the growth of their empathy seeds, 
their feelings about the challenges, and any insights 
gained. 

 Class Discussions: Continue to engage in class 
discussions about the ongoing growth of the 
empathy seeds, with a focus on how the 
challenges simulated the real experiences of 
farmers. 

 Remind students of the challenges they faced while planting their seeds and 
how those challenges relate to real farming conditions. 

 Ask students to brainstorm what they think are essential factors for 
successful plant growth on a farm.  

 Encourage them to consider aspects like sunlight, water, soil 
quality, and temperature. 

 Introduce the activity by explaining that students will be simulating 
modern farming conditions to grow bean seeds optimally. 

 Distribute small pots or containers to each student. 
 Provide potting soil and bean seeds. 
 Instruct students to fill their pots with potting soil and plant two 

bean seeds per pot.  
 Follow the recommended planting depth for the specific 

type of bean seeds. 
 Water the pots thoroughly to ensure proper soil moisture. 
 Place the pots in an area with access to sunlight or under grow 

lights  
 Discuss the importance of maintaining consistent moisture and 

sunlight for plant growth. 
 Here are some general guidelines: 

 Moisture Check: Before each watering, check the moisture level 
of the soil by inserting your finger about an inch deep. If the soil 
feels dry at this depth, it's time to water. 

 Conservative Watering: When you water, do so sparingly. Use a 
small amount of water to dampen the soil's surface, and allow it 
to slowly absorb into the soil. Avoid saturating the soil. 

 Infrequent Watering: Limit the frequency of watering to mimic 
scarcity. Water the empathy seeds only when the soil has dried 
out to the appropriate depth. 

 Observation: Keep a close eye on the soil moisture and the 
condition of the seedlings. Adjust your watering schedule based 
on the specific challenges you've chosen and how they affect the 
germination process. 

 What to Measure Over the Coming Weeks: 
 Seedling Growth: Monitor the growth of the seedlings over time. 

Measure their height and germinate and grow over the coming 
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weeks.  Compare this to the expected germination rate under 
normal conditions. 

 Seedling Growth: Monitor the growth of the seedlings over time. 
Measure their height and overall health regularly to see if there 
are any noticeable differences among the seedlings that faced 
various challenges 

 After growing the bean seeds with challenges and observing their growth, 
reflect on the differences you noticed between these plants and the bean 
seeds grown in ideal conditions. Think about how the challenges affected the 
growth patterns and what you've learned from this comparison. 

 Student Reflection  
 Ask students to take a moment to review their journal entries 

and observations related to the bean seeds with challenges. 
 Encourage them to reflect on the differences in growth patterns, 

height, leaf health, and overall appearance when compared to 
the bean seeds grown in ideal conditions. 

 Instruct students to write down their thoughts and insights in 
their journals, addressing the following questions: 

 What were the main differences you observed between 
the two sets of bean plants? 

 How did the challenges you faced impact the growth 
patterns of the empathy seeds? 

 What did you learn from this comparison about the 
importance of ideal growing conditions? 

 Summarize the key takeaways from the class discussion, emphasizing the 
impact of challenges on plant growth and the importance of ideal growing 
conditions. 

 Encourage students to carry these insights forward and consider how 
they can contribute to promoting sustainable and equitable agriculture 
practices in the future. 

 
Identifying Disenfranchisement (explore)  
 
 Briefly introduce the concept of economic disenfranchisement. 

 Explain how the "3rd World Farmer" game simulates the challenges faced by 
low-income farmers. 

 Visit the website 3rd World Farmer and click on the option to play the 
game.  https://3rdworldfarmer.org/ 

 "3rd World Farmer" is a thought-provoking simulation game that 
challenges players to manage a farm in a poor country. Players face 
obstacles like corruption, wars, diseases, and unreliable markets, which 
simulate the hardships of farming in economically disadvantaged areas. 
The game, available for play directly on most modern web browsers 
and also on Android via Google Play, aims to educate and provoke 
thought about poverty and economic challenges. It's designed to be 
educational yet slightly provocative, encouraging players to think 
critically about these issues and the impact of individual actions on 
global poverty.  

 Understand the Objective: The main goal is to manage a farm in 
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challenging conditions typical of a developing country. This includes 
decision-making about crops, livestock, and investments. 

 Gameplay Strategy: Balance short-term survival needs with long-term 
development. Pay attention to how choices impact the farm’s 
prosperity and the family's well-being. 

 Note-taking: As you play, jot down key decisions, unexpected 
challenges, and outcomes. Reflect on how these aspects relate to real-
world farming and economic situations. 

 When taking notes during the "3rd World Farmer" gameplay, 
students should focus on the following aspects: 

 Decisions Made: Record the specific choices you make, 
such as the types of crops planted, investments in 
equipment or education, and strategies for dealing with 
crises. 

 Challenges Encountered: Note any unexpected events or 
obstacles, like natural disasters, disease outbreaks, market 
fluctuations, or political instability. 

 Outcomes and Effects: Observe the immediate and long-
term effects of your decisions on the farm's productivity, 
family's health, and overall financial status. 

 Real-World Correlations: After each gameplay session, 
reflect on how the scenarios in the game mirror real-life 
situations in farming and economic contexts. Consider 
factors like resource management, risk assessment, and 
the impact of external factors on small-scale farming. 

 Critical Analysis: Think critically about what strategies 
were more successful and why, and how these strategies 
could be applied or are already being applied in real-
world scenarios. 

 Engage with the Content: Use the experience to fuel class discussions 
and reflections, comparing the simulation to real-world examples of 
economic challenges and decision-making in farming communities. 

 Comparing Investment Risks: Relate in-game investment 
decisions to real-life scenarios faced by farmers in developing 
countries. Discuss how factors like climate, market prices, and 
political stability impact these decisions. 

 Analyzing Unexpected Challenges: Compare in-game challenges 
like droughts or disease outbreaks to actual events in 
agricultural communities. This can lead to discussions on how 
farmers globally cope with such unpredictabilities 

 Rewards and Sustainability: Examine the potential rewards of 
various strategies in the game. Compare short-term gains versus 
long-term sustainability, and relate this to actual farming 
practices.  

 Evaluating Long-term vs. Short-term Decisions: Reflect on the 
game’s emphasis on sustainability and compare it with real-
world examples where farmers must choose between immediate 
profits and long-term sustainability. 

 Understanding Economic Disenfranchisement: Use the game to 
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discuss broader issues of economic disenfranchisement in 
agriculture, drawing parallels to real cases where farmers face 
difficulties due to lack of resources, access to markets, or 
political influence. 

 External Factors: Encourage students to think about how 
external factors in the game, like market prices or political 
events, impact their farming decisions. Draw parallels to how 
such factors influence real-world farming.  

 Discuss Flint, Michigan's water crisis and Standing Rock's pipeline protests as 
examples of how communities can be affected by environmental policies and 
economic decisions. 

 Flint, Michigan Water Crisis: 
 Begin by summarizing the Flint water crisis, which occurred from 

April 2014 to June 2016, when the city switched its water supply 
from the Detroit River to the Flint River as a cost-saving 
measure. This led to lead contamination and outbreaks of 
Legionnaires' disease, affecting thousands of residents. 

 Highlight how the decision to switch the water source without 
proper safety measures illustrates the consequences of 
economic decisions overshadowing environmental and public 
health concerns. 

 Discuss the role of community advocacy and legal actions in 
addressing the crisis. Residents, along with groups like the 
NRDC and ACLU of Michigan, sued city and state officials, 
leading to significant legal victories for Flint residents, including 
a federal judge's order for door-to-door delivery of bottled 
water and a settlement requiring the replacement of lead pipes. 

 Emphasize the ongoing challenges, such as continued lead pipe 
use and the importance of vigilant community involvement to 
ensure safe water supply. 

 Standing Rock Pipeline Protests: 
 Transition to discussing the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe's protests 

against the Dakota Access Pipeline. These protests brought 
attention to the risks of oil spills and the potential harm to the 
tribe's sacred lands and water supply. 

 Highlight how this situation showcases the clash between 
corporate interests, environmental protection, and indigenous 
rights. 

 Engage students in discussing the importance of respecting and 
protecting environmental resources and cultural heritage, 
especially in the face of large-scale industrial projects. 

 Highlight the importance of community involvement and the impact of large-
scale decisions on small communities. 

 Voice of the Community: In situations like Flint and Standing Rock, the 
initial decisions were made without adequate consultation with the 
affected communities. The Flint water crisis began as a cost-saving 
measure, but the health and safety of the community were not 
sufficiently considered. Similarly, the Dakota Access Pipeline was 
planned without fully addressing the concerns of the Standing Rock 
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Sioux Tribe regarding the risks to their water supply and sacred lands.’ 
 Community Advocacy and Response: In both cases, community 

involvement became crucial in addressing the crises. In Flint, residents' 
complaints, protests, and legal actions were pivotal in bringing national 
attention to the crisis and pushing for remedial actions. The Standing 
Rock protests drew global attention, highlighting the importance of 
protecting environmental resources and indigenous rights. 

 Empowerment through Unity: These examples show how small 
communities, when united, can challenge and impact larger political 
and economic forces. The collective efforts in Flint led to legal battles 
that forced the government to take action. The Standing Rock protests 
united indigenous groups, environmentalists, and supporters 
worldwide, influencing the decision-making process of a major 
infrastructure project. 

 Long-term Impact of Decisions: Large-scale decisions can have lasting 
effects on small communities. In Flint, the water crisis led to long-term 
health issues, mistrust in government, and ongoing struggles for clean 
water. In Standing Rock, the pipeline's potential environmental impact 
posed a long-term threat to the tribe's way of life. 

 
 
Identifying Disenfranchisement (explain) 
 Begin by asking students if they have heard of the term "NIMBY" or "Not In My 

Backyard." Write "NIMBY" on the board and ask if anyone knows what it stands for or 
what it means. 

 Explain that NIMBY is an acronym for "Not In My Backyard." It represents the 
resistance of people in a community when a proposed project or facility that 
may have negative environmental impacts is planned to be built nearby.  

 People may support the project in principle but not when it affects 
their immediate surroundings. 

 Discuss why the NIMBY concept is relevant to environmental advocacy, 
emphasizing the tension between individual self-interest and broader 
environmental concerns. 

 Local vs. Global Interests: 
 NIMBY reflects the natural inclination of individuals to 

prioritize their immediate surroundings, health, and 
property values over global environmental issues. It 
highlights the challenge of convincing people to accept 
environmental sacrifices for the greater good. 

 Example: Suppose a wind farm is proposed in a rural area. 
While it might contribute to renewable energy and 
combat climate change on a global scale, local residents 
may oppose it due to concerns about noise, aesthetics, 
and property values. 

 Economic Concerns: 
 NIMBY often arises when proposed projects threaten 

economic stability at the local level. Individuals and 
communities fear that environmental regulations and 
projects might negatively impact their livelihoods or 
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property values. 
 Example: Residents in a coastal town might oppose 

stricter regulations on commercial fishing to protect 
endangered marine species, fearing that it could lead to 
job losses in their community. 

 Quality of Life: 
 Relevance: People advocate for their quality of life, 

including access to clean air, water, and recreational 
spaces. NIMBY cases frequently involve clashes between 
these local environmental amenities and broader 
environmental goals. 

 Example: Residents in an urban neighborhood might 
resist the construction of a waste incinerator nearby, even 
if it is an environmentally efficient waste disposal method, 
due to concerns about air pollution and health risks. 

 Property Values: 
 One of the most common reasons for NIMBY opposition 

is the potential impact on property values. People are 
often concerned that environmental projects may 
decrease the value of their homes. 

 Example: Homeowners might oppose the establishment 
of a conservation area near their properties because they 
believe it could limit their ability to develop their land in 
the future, thus affecting property values. 

 Political Power and Influence: 
 Those with economic or political power often use their 

influence to shape environmental policies and projects in 
their favor, sometimes at the expense of broader 
environmental goals. 

 Example: A powerful corporation might lobby for lax 
environmental regulations to reduce its operational costs, 
despite the detrimental impact on the environment. 

 Social Equity: 
 NIMBY concerns can intersect with issues of social equity. 

Communities with less political power and resources may 
bear the brunt of environmental hazards, exacerbating 
existing inequalities. 

 Example: The placement of landfills or hazardous waste 
facilities in economically disadvantaged neighborhoods, 
where residents have less political influence, is a clear 
example of how NIMBY issues can disproportionately 
affect marginalized communities. 

 Explain that economic and political power dynamics can significantly influence 
environmental decision-making. 

 Economic Power: 
 Wealthy individuals or corporations often have the resources to 

influence decisions that may favor their interests over 
environmental concerns. 

 They can fund political campaigns, hire lobbyists, and engage in 
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public relations efforts to shape public opinion. 
 Political Power: 

 Politicians and government officials may make decisions based 
on their relationships with influential individuals or corporations. 

 Campaign contributions and lobbying can sway decision-makers 
in favor of certain projects, even if they have negative 
environmental consequences. 

 Divide the class into small groups (3-4 students per group). 
 Distribute a hypothetical NIMBY scenario to each group providing 

different scenarios to each group 
 Scenario 1: Power of Corporations and Wealthy Individuals 

 A multinational corporation wants to build a massive 
factory in a small rural town, promising jobs and 
economic growth. Local residents are concerned about 
pollution and health risks, but the corporation has 
significant influence over local politicians. 

 Scenario 2: Political Influence and Natural Resources 
 In a coastal community heavily reliant on fishing, 

proposed environmental regulations threaten the 
livelihoods of local fishermen. Politicians with strong ties 
to the fishing industry resist these regulations, despite 
evidence of overfishing and declining fish populations. 

 Scenario 3: Displacement and Gentrification 
 A city's government plans to construct a new eco-friendly 

housing development in a low-income neighborhood. 
While it promises better living conditions, residents fear 
that rising property values will lead to displacement and 
the loss of their community. 

 Scenario 4: Energy Production vs. Environmental Conservation 
 A national park, known for its pristine wilderness, 

becomes the target of a proposal to build a hydroelectric 
dam. Environmentalists argue that the dam will disrupt 
the ecosystem, but powerful energy companies support 
the project due to its economic benefits. 

 Scenario 5: Expanding Transportation Infrastructure 
 The government announces a plan to build a new 

highway through a scenic forested area. Local 
conservation groups oppose the project, but well-funded 
construction companies and their political allies push for 
its construction, citing economic growth opportunities. 

 Scenario 6: Disposal of Hazardous Waste 
 A waste management company wants to establish a 

hazardous waste disposal facility near a low-income 
residential area. Residents are concerned about health 
risks, but the company uses its political connections to 
fast-track the project. 

 Scenario 7: Industrial Pollution and Job Creation 
 An industrial zone expansion is proposed in a city known 

for high unemployment rates. The expansion would lead 
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to increased pollution, affecting the health of nearby 
residents. Local politicians endorse the project as a way to 
boost the economy and create jobs. 

 Scenario 8: Water Access and Agricultural Interests 
 A large agricultural conglomerate seeks to divert water 

from a river to irrigate its extensive farmlands, potentially 
depriving downstream communities of their water supply. 
The corporation has strong ties to influential lawmakers 
who support the plan.group with a different scenario 
card.  

 Instruct each group Read and discuss the provided scenario as a group. 
 Identify the proposed project and the reasons for local 

opposition (NIMBY) in the scenario. Note down your findings. 
 Discuss and analyze how economic factors are at play in the scenario. 

Consider the following questions: 
 How does the proposed project promise economic benefits to 

the community? 
 Are there economic concerns or interests that are driving local 

opposition? 
 Can you identify specific economic impacts on the community or 

industry involved? 
 Note down your observations and any relevant points. 

 Discuss and analyze how political factors may influence the decision-
making process in the scenario. Consider the following questions: 

 Who are the influential political players or interest groups in this 
situation? 

 How might their relationships with decision-makers affect the 
outcome? 

 Are there any indications of lobbying, campaign contributions, 
or political pressure? 

 Note down your observations and any relevant points. 
 Based on your analysis of the scenario, brainstorm potential solutions 

or compromises that could address the concerns of both the 
community and the environment. 

 Consider ways to balance economic interests with environmental 
conservation. 

 Think about strategies to ensure the community benefits 
economically while minimizing negative impacts. 

 Explore options for involving all stakeholders in the decision-
making process. 

 Note down your ideas and any key details. 
 Examples: 

 Scenario 1: Power of Corporations and Wealthy Individuals 
 Proposed Project: A multinational corporation wants to 

build a massive factory in a small rural town. 
 Reasons for Local Opposition (NIMBY): 

 Concerns about pollution and health risks 
associated with the factory's operations. 

 Fear of damage to the local environment, 
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including water and air quality. 
 Anxiety that the factory will negatively 

impact property values in the area. 
 Economic Factors Analysis: 

 The corporation promises jobs and 
economic growth, which is appealing to a 
town with limited employment 
opportunities. 

 Economic benefits might sway local 
politicians and residents who see the factory 
as an economic lifeline. 

 Political Factors Analysis: 
 The corporation likely has significant 

influence over local politicians through 
campaign contributions and potential job 
promises. 

 Local politicians may be hesitant to oppose 
the project due to the corporation's power 
and the economic benefits it brings. 

 Potential Solutions or Compromises: 
 Implement strict environmental regulations 

to mitigate pollution and health risks. 
 Require the corporation to invest in local 

infrastructure and community development. 
 Establish an ongoing monitoring system to 

ensure compliance with environmental 
standards. 

 Scenario 2: Political Influence and Natural Resources 
 Proposed Project: Proposed environmental regulations 

threaten the livelihoods of local fishermen in a coastal 
community. 

 Reasons for Local Opposition (NIMBY): 
 Fear that the regulations will lead to job 

losses and economic hardship for fishermen 
and their families. 

 Resistance to government interference in 
the local fishing industry, seen as a vital part 
of the community's identity. 

 Economic Factors Analysis: 
 The livelihoods of local fishermen are at 

stake, and their economic concerns are 
paramount. 

 The fishing industry contributes significantly 
to the local economy. 

 Political Factors Analysis: 
 Politicians with strong ties to the 

fishing industry may resist the 
regulations to maintain support from 
this influential group. 
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 Lobbying efforts by fishing associations can 
exert political pressure. 

 Potential Solutions or Compromises: 
 Explore alternative, sustainable fishing 

practices that comply with regulations. 
 Offer financial assistance and job retraining 

programs to affected fishermen. 
 Involve fishermen in the decision-making 

process to find balanced solutions. 
 Each group will present its findings and proposed solutions or compromises 

to the class. 
 Share your insights about the economic and political factors, and how 

they influenced your proposed solutions. 
 Encourage class discussion and feedback after each presentation. 
 After all groups have presented, summarize the common themes and 

strategies that emerged from the discussions. 
 Reflect on the complexity of NIMBY scenarios and the importance of 

considering both local and broader environmental concerns in decision
-making. 

 
Identifying Disenfranchisement (elaborate) 
 Discuss the general challenges faced in third-world farming, including economic, 

environmental, and social factors  
 Environmental Issues: Climate change effects, such as unpredictable weather 

patterns, drought, and floods, which can devastate crops. 
 Economic Pressures: Limited access to markets, dependence on a single crop, 

and price volatility can threaten farmers' livelihoods. 
 Social Challenges: Issues like land rights, lack of education and training, and 

inadequate government support can hinder progress. 
 Technological Gaps: Many farmers do not have access to modern farming 

techniques or machinery, which can limit productivity and sustainability. 
 Explain that students will work in groups to explore case studies about farmers in 

various regions. 
 Divide the class into groups and distribute printed copies of the case studies. 

 Instruct each group to read and summarize their assigned case study. 
They should identify the main challenges and factors affecting the 
farmers in their case. 

 Case Study 1: African Farmer Struggling with Drought and Debt 
 Lena, a small-scale farmer in Kenya, has been facing 

immense challenges due to recurring droughts and 
increasing debt from loans she took to improve her farm. 
Her family's food security is at risk, and she worries about 
her children's future. Lena's farm is her family's primary 
source of food and income. However, with climate 
change causing irregular rainfall patterns, her crops have 
been failing year after year. 

 Lena borrowed money to buy seeds, fertilizers, and 
equipment, hoping to increase her yields and income. 
Unfortunately, the droughts have persisted, causing her 
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crops to wither and her livestock to become 
malnourished. The loans she took are becoming 
increasingly difficult to repay, and she is trapped in a 
cycle of debt. 

 Case Study 2: South Asian Farmer Dealing with Market Access 
Issues 

 Aryan, a farmer in India, faces daily challenges in 
accessing profitable markets for his crops. He works 
tirelessly on his small farm, growing a variety of fruits and 
vegetables. However, when it comes time to sell his 
produce, he often finds himself at a disadvantage. Aryan 
must rely on middlemen who purchase his crops at lower 
prices and then sell them at a higher profit in urban 
markets. 

 The middlemen have significant bargaining power, and 
Aryan feels compelled to accept their offers, even though 
they do not reflect the true value of his produce. This 
limits his income and opportunities to expand his farm. 
Aryan dreams of finding better market access to ensure 
that his hard work translates into improved living 
conditions for his family. 

 Case Study 3: South American Farmer Facing Land Rights Issues 
 Lucia, a farmer in Colombia, is deeply entrenched in a 

land rights dispute with a powerful corporation. Her 
family's ancestral land, which they have cultivated for 
generations, is under the threat of being taken away from 
them. Lucia fears that losing her farm would not only 
jeopardize her livelihood but also erase her heritage and 
community's traditions. 

 The corporation claims ownership of the land, and they 
are pressuring Lucia and her family to leave. Lucia's family 
has lived on this land for centuries, and they have a 
strong connection to it. The legal battle over land rights 
has taken a toll on Lucia's family, and they are fighting to 
protect their home and way of life. 

 Instruct each group to read and summarize their assigned case study. They 
should identify the main challenges and factors affecting the farmers in their 
case. 

 Have each group briefly present their case study summary to the class. 
 Highlight key points. 

 Discuss common themes and differences among the case 
studies. 

 On the board, create a simple chart or list of challenges and 
factors affecting farmers based on the case studies. 

 Common Challenges: 
 Climate Change: Droughts and irregular rainfall 

patterns. 
 Debt: Accumulating loans for farm improvements. 
 Market Access: Dependence on middlemen for 
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selling produce. 
 Land Rights Disputes: Threats to ancestral land 

ownership. 
 Food Security: Concerns about family's access to 

food. 
 Factors Affecting Farmers: 

 Environmental Factors: Climate conditions 
affecting crop yields and livestock. 

 Economic Factors: Debt burden, market prices, and 
income limitations. 

 Social Factors: Community traditions, family well-
being, and livelihoods. 

 Legal Factors: Land ownership disputes and legal 
battles. 

 Emotional Factors: Stress and anxiety about the 
future. 

 Engage students in a class discussion to reinforce their understanding 
of these challenges. 

 What are some of the specific challenges that the farmers in our 
case studies are experiencing? 

 How do climate change and irregular rainfall patterns affect 
farmers' ability to grow crops and raise livestock? 

 Why is accumulating debt a significant challenge for these 
farmers, and how does it impact their livelihoods? 

 What role do middlemen play in the market access issues faced 
by the South Asian farmer, Aryan? 

 Why is land ownership crucial for Lucia and her family in 
Colombia, and how does the land rights dispute affect their 
lives? 

 How do these challenges interconnect? For example, how might 
climate change impact debt, or market access impact land 
rights? 

 Can you identify any common themes or patterns in the 
challenges faced by farmers across the case studies? 

 What emotional and social factors are involved in these 
challenges, and how do they affect the farmers and their 
families? 

 What are some potential solutions or strategies that could help 
address these challenges? 

 How can we raise awareness about the issues faced by these 
farmers and advocate for change, even from a middle school 
perspective? 

 Explain that students will work in their groups to brainstorm basic 
solutions to address the challenges faced by the farmers in their 
assigned case study. 

 Provide guidelines for the solution proposals, focusing on simple 
and practical ideas. 

 Solution Proposal Guidelines: 
 Realistic and Achievable: Encourage students to propose 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



419 

 
Nurturing Plant Sustainability through Policy and 

Incentives  

 
Id

e
n

ti
fy

in
g

 

D
is

e
n

fr
a
n

ch
is

e
m

e
n

t 
 

solutions that are realistic and can be implemented with 
the available resources and within the current context. 

 Simple and Feasible: Emphasize simplicity in the 
proposed solutions. They should not require complex 
technology or extensive funding. Instead, focus on 
practical, straightforward ideas. 

 Consider Local Resources: Encourage students to think 
about resources that are readily available in the specific 
region of the case study. How can these resources be 
used effectively to address the challenges? 

 Community Involvement: Stress the importance of 
involving the local community and farmers in 
implementing the solutions. How can they actively 
participate and contribute to the success of the proposed 
ideas? 

 Sustainability: Encourage students to think about long-
term sustainability. How can the proposed solutions 
benefit the farmers not just in the short term but also in 
the years to come? 

 Environmental Impact: Ask students to consider the 
environmental impact of their solutions. Will the solutions 
harm the environment, or can they be implemented in an 
eco-friendly way? 

 Economic Viability: Discuss how the proposed solutions 
can help improve the farmers' income or financial 
situation. Will the solutions create opportunities for 
economic growth? 

 Social and Cultural Sensitivity: Remind students to be 
culturally sensitive and respect local traditions and 
practices while proposing solutions. How can their ideas 
align with the community's values? 

 Education and Awareness: Suggest including elements of 
education and awareness in the solutions. How can 
farmers and the community be educated about these 
solutions, and why they are important? 

 Measurable Goals: Ask students to define measurable 
goals for their proposed solutions. How will they know if 
the solutions are successful? 

 Encourage students to use their imagination and 
creativity. 

 Each group should prepare a brief presentation outlining their 
proposed basic solutions. 

 Allow each group to present their ideas to the class. 
 Facilitate a class discussion to evaluate and discuss the feasibility of the 

proposed basic solutions. 
 Can you summarize the proposed solutions presented by each 

group? 
 Which proposed solutions do you think are the most feasible 

and why? 
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 Are there any solutions that may face significant challenges in 
implementation? What are those challenges? 

 How do the proposed solutions take into account the specific 
challenges faced by the farmers in the case studies? 

 Do the proposed solutions consider the resources available in 
the region where the farmers are located? How? 

 Are there any potential negative consequences or unintended 
side effects of the proposed solutions that we should be aware 
of? 

 Do the solutions prioritize the long-term sustainability of 
farming practices and the well-being of the farmers and their 
communities? 

 What role does community involvement play in the feasibility of 
these solutions? 

 How can education and awareness be integrated into the 
proposed solutions to ensure their success? 

 Are there any common themes or elements that emerge from 
the proposed solutions that could be applied more broadly to 
help farmers facing similar challenges? 

 Hand out the extended case studies to each group, now with half-page length 
descriptions. 

 Case Study 1: African Farmer Struggling with Drought and Debt 
 Lena, a small-scale farmer in Kenya, has been facing 

immense challenges due to recurring droughts and 
increasing debt from loans she took to improve her farm. 
Her family's food security is at risk, and she worries about 
her children's future. Lena's farm is her family's primary 
source of food and income. However, with climate 
change causing irregular rainfall patterns, her crops have 
been failing year after year. 

 Lena borrowed money to buy seeds, fertilizers, and 
equipment, hoping to increase her yields and income. 
Unfortunately, the droughts have persisted, causing her 
crops to wither and her livestock to become 
malnourished. The loans she took are becoming 
increasingly difficult to repay, and she is trapped in a 
cycle of debt. 

 As the droughts continue, Lena's village is also 
experiencing water scarcity, making it challenging for her 
to irrigate her crops. She dreams of finding a sustainable 
source of water for her farm to overcome the impacts of 
climate change and break free from the cycle of debt. 

 Case Study 2: South Asian Farmer Dealing with Market Access 
Issues 

 Aryan, a farmer in India, faces daily challenges in 
accessing profitable markets for his crops. He works 
tirelessly on his small farm, growing a variety of fruits and 
vegetables. However, when it comes time to sell his 
produce, he often finds himself at a disadvantage. Aryan 

2023-2024  PlantLab Student Scientists 



421 

 
Nurturing Plant Sustainability through Policy and 

Incentives  

 
Id

e
n

ti
fy

in
g

 

D
is

e
n

fr
a
n

ch
is

e
m

e
n

t 
 

must rely on middlemen who purchase his crops at lower 
prices and then sell them at a higher profit in urban 
markets. 

 The middlemen have significant bargaining power, and 
Aryan feels compelled to accept their offers, even though 
they do not reflect the true value of his produce. This 
limits his income and opportunities to expand his farm. 
Aryan dreams of finding better market access to ensure 
that his hard work translates into improved living 
conditions for his family. 

 In addition to market access issues, Aryan also faces 
challenges related to transportation. The lack of reliable 
and affordable transportation options makes it difficult 
for him to transport his produce to distant markets. He 
hopes to find solutions that address both market access 
and transportation challenges to improve his farm's 
profitability. 

 Case Study 3: South American Farmer Facing Land Rights Issues 
 Lucia, a farmer in Colombia, is deeply entrenched in a 

land rights dispute with a powerful corporation. Her 
family's ancestral land, which they have cultivated for 
generations, is under the threat of being taken away from 
them. Lucia fears that losing her farm would not only 
jeopardize her livelihood but also erase her heritage and 
community's traditions. 

 The corporation claims ownership of the land, arguing 
that they have purchased it legally. However, Lucia's 
family has historical documents proving their long-
standing connection to the land. The legal battle over 
land rights has taken a toll on Lucia's family, and they are 
fighting to protect their home and way of life. 

 The situation has also strained relations in the 
community, as some members have been enticed by the 
corporation's promises of employment and economic 
benefits. Lucia hopes to find a peaceful resolution to the 
land rights dispute that allows her family to continue 
farming on their ancestral land while also benefiting the 
community as a whole. 

 Instruct each group to read and analyze their case study in more detail. 
 Have each group identify additional challenges and factors not 

mentioned in the shorter version. 
 Psychological Stress: Lucia and her family experience significant 

emotional distress due to the ongoing land rights dispute, 
affecting their mental well-being. 

 Legal Expenses: The legal battle has resulted in significant 
financial burdens for Lucia's family, including legal fees and 
court-related costs. 

 Environmental Concerns: The corporation's plans for the land 
may have adverse environmental impacts, such as deforestation 
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or pollution. 
 Socioeconomic Divisions: The land rights issue has created 

divisions within the community, leading to tensions and strained 
relationships among neighbors. 

 Cultural Preservation: Lucia worries that the loss of their land 
may result in the erosion of cultural practices and traditions that 
have been tied to the land for generations. 

 Encourage students to discuss how their understanding of the situation 
has evolved with the extended information 

 After reading the extended case studies, what new insights or 
information did you gain about the challenges faced by the 
farmers? 

 In what ways did the additional details in the extended case 
studies deepen your understanding of the farmers' situations? 

 Were there any surprises or unexpected factors mentioned in 
the extended versions that you didn't consider in the shorter 
versions? 

 How did the additional challenges and factors contribute to a 
more complex and nuanced understanding of the farmers' lives? 

 Did the extended information change your perspective on the 
feasibility of the proposed solutions presented by the groups? 

 Can you identify any connections between the newly introduced 
challenges and the proposed solutions? How do they align or 
conflict? 

 What do you think are the most pressing issues or priorities for 
each of the farmers based on the extended case studies? 

 How do the additional challenges in the extended case studies 
highlight the need for comprehensive and holistic approaches to 
addressing the farmers' problems? 

 Did your empathy or sense of urgency towards the farmers' 
situations change after reading the extended case studies? Why 
or why not? 

 How might the extended information impact your thinking 
about global agricultural challenges and the interconnectedness 
of these issues? 
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