
Eco-investigators

Explore your world

Lesson plan 

1   Begin by asking students if they know the definition of an 
ecosystem. Record their observations on the board, and 
then read the following definition: 
Ecosystem is a scientific term to describe the complex 
interactions between animals, plants and the non-living 
features of their habitats.

2   Explain that there are ecosystems in your community, and 
that you will be going outside to study one of them.  
Choose the schoolyard, a nearby park or other outdoor area.

3   Before you go outside, talk with students about what they 
expect to observe in the local ecosystem. What plants and 
animals do they expect to find? Why? 

4   Remind students that it is important not to disturb the 
ecosystem. Together, discuss appropriate behaviour, such 
as speaking quietly and not removing found items. 

5   Once you’re outside, distribute the Eco-investigators Data 
Collection Worksheet and invite students to observe the 
general area. Ask them to record the overall conditions, such 
as weather, plants, animals and human impact on the site. 

6   Next, divide the class into small groups. Give each group 
a three-metre length of string or rope. Invite each group to 
use the string to mark the perimeter of a smaller sample 
area the group members wish to study.

7   Challenge the groups to record as much as possible  
about their sample areas using the Eco-investigators Data 
Collection Sheet. Have them look for all types of animals, 
and signs of animals too, like footprints, droppings and 
even birdsong. They should also note the plant life as  
well as any non-living things, such as rocks, soil or man-
made objects.

Learning objectives

•  Understands relationships among organisms and 
their physical environment 

•    Knows different ways in which living things can  
be grouped

•  Knows that all organisms (including humans) cause 
changes in their environments, and these changes 
can be beneficial or detrimental

•    Knows plants and animals associated with various 
vegetation and climatic regions on Earth

What you need

•  Student worksheet: Eco-investigators Data 
Collection Sheet 

•    Pencils, clipboards, extra sheets of paper for 
sketches, diagrams, etc

•  String or rope 

• Optional -    Magnifying glasses/binoculars/cameras

Additional lessons, 
activities & resources

 •  Make a class mural of the area you studied. Invite 
each of the groups to create a large-scale drawing or 
painting of the sample area they studied on poster 
board. Group the posters together to recreate the 
entire ecosystem. 

•  Download IFAW’s Under one sky educational programme 
for more text, lessons and worksheets exploring the 
connections between animals, people and our shared 
environment. Visit: www.ifaw.org/lessonplans_uk.  

8   Encourage students to take detailed notes. If they don’t 
know the name of a plant or animal, they might write, 
‘small, red-chested songbird’ or ‘short, stubby, bluish-
green grass’.

9   When students are finished, gather again in the classroom 
to discuss the results. Did students find what they 
expected? Why or why not?

10   Ask each group to identify the most unusual plant or 
animal they found. Challenge the groups to use the field 
guides or the Internet to identify the correct name of the 
plant or animal, as well as its basic needs. How does this 
plant or animal fit into your local ecosystem?

11   Finally, discuss what students noticed about human 
impact on the area. How does their activity affect the local 
ecosystem? Is there anything students might do differently 
now that they have studied the ecosystem?

This lesson is expected to be useful to science teachers 
as it highlights the interactions and relationships within 
ecosystems and practises data gathering and collation.



Name ______________________________________________ Date ________________ Time _________________

Weather   Sunny   Light rain or snow   Light wind  
(check all that apply)  Cloudy   Heavy rain or snow   Strong wind

Sketch your sample area below  
(Make sure your drawing includes what’s unique to your area!)

General observations (about the entire study area)

Record as much information as you can about the living and non-living components of your sample site. Include data such  
as name, description, number of individuals and location within site.

Plants What to look for: colour, texture, patterns, shape and size of leaves, bark,  
branches, buds, flowers, seeds

(Trees, shrubs, vines, ferns, mosses, grasses, herbs...)

Animals What to look for: animal behaviours such as flying, jumping, crawling, eating, hiding  
and nesting; animal signs such as tracks, scat, eggs, gnawing, nests, songs and calls

(Mammals, birds, fish, reptiles, insects, spiders, worms...)

Non-living things Rocks, soil, sources of water, human-made features, dead logs and leaves...

Worksheet Eco-investigators (data collection sheet)


