Grade 8
Focused Study: Aquatic Plants,
Watershed Stewardship and
Native Plants of Saskatchewan

Written by Elizabeth Bekolay

The Native Plant Society of Saskatchewan is a strong advocate of nature
education.
In addition to this lesson plan, we also support schools by:
- providing free printed resources.
- leading field tours.
- delivering outdoor and classroom presentations.
- hosting opportunities to "ask an expert", where students can interact with a professional biologist or
related occupation though in person events or Skype. In some cases, we can arrange for French
speaking experts.
We also support the establishment of native plant learning gardens on school grounds by offering free
native seeds, printed resources, personal visits, presentations and expert advice to help with all stages
of the process. The gardens can be as small as a square meter.
All of what we do is always free for participating schools.
Does any of this sound like something you'd want? If so, please call us at (306) 668-3940 or e-mail us at
info@npss.sk.ca
Free Electronic Resources on the Native Plant Society of Saskatchewan Website (www.npss.sk.ca)


A Guide to Small Prairie Restoration - How to Grow Your Own Patch of Native Prairie



Saskatchewan's Native Prairie: Taking Stock of a Vanishing Ecosystem and Dwindling Resource (Also
available in print)



On the Prairie - A webpage on our site with a "Build a Prairie" game, field guide to prairie plants and
animals, curriculum goodies like a English-Dakota language guide, and virtual reality panoramas of
prairie places



The Watershed Game
Free Printed Materials Available Through the Native Plant Society of Saskatchewan:



Native Plants, Water and Us! (Booklet)



Native Plants, Water and Us! (Poster)



Native Plant Communities of Saskatchewan (Poster)



Native Plant Communities of Saskatchewan (Activity Sheet)

FOCUSED STUDY: AQUATIC PLANTS, WATERSHED STEWARDSHIP AND NATIVE
PLANTS OF SASKATCHEWAN
‘IT’S HARD TO FILTER A DVD PLAYER!’
GRADE 8
OVERVIEW AND PURPOSE
To identify some of the plants in our local wetlands. To gain an understanding of the role of native
plants in wetland ecology. To learn of the importance of certain aquatic plants to local cultures. To
become aware of the invasive plants that threaten biodiversity in our riparian areas and to help a local
wetland by cleaning it up.
The students, in small groups or as individuals, will choose one local aquatic plant to study. They are to
determine whether this plant is native or invasive and how it helps or hinders the health of the local
wetland. Many plants act as ecological filters, helping the aquatic systems by offering this cleansing
action.
A visit to a wetland is integral to this study. Action, in this case, is the lesson. Choose a wetland in your
area that is in need of care, study this wetland and leave it better off when you leave by cleaning out the
garbage. Taking action is empowering for your students (See case study below).
By focusing on one plant and one wetland, instead of many, a relationship can be built between the
student and the plant or water source. As John Muir wrote, ‘When one tugs at a single thing in nature,
he finds it attached to the rest of the world.’ When a child can focus on something in nature, something
tangible that holds a story, and an adult helps to illuminate that story by asking more questions, the
child can begin to see the connections on their own as a revelation of their own exploration. This is the
beginning of ecological literacy.
(This lesson plan could also be accompanied by a full watershed study of macroinvertebrates, water
temperature, dissolved oxygen and pH, if a full day is available to you)
OUTCOMES AND INDICATORS
WS8.3 Analyze natural factors and human practices that affect productivity and species distribution in
marine and fresh water environments. [CP, DM, SI]
a. Examine the ways in which First Nations and Métis people traditionally valued, depended upon, and
cared for aquatic wildlife and plants in Saskatchewan and Canada.
b. Research a student-selected aquatic species, describe the characteristics of its environment, identify
factors that could affect its productivity, and suggest methods of ensuring long-term viability of the
species.
c. Provide examples of how individuals and public and private Canadian institutions contribute to the
sustainable stewardship of water through traditional knowledge and scientific and technological
research and endeavours related to aquatic environments (e.g., marine research institutes,
universities, federal and provincial government departments, and ecological groups) and identify
possible careers related to the study and stewardship of water.

MATERIALS
Wetland plant Identification books and cameras to identify plants back at school. Maps of your area to
determine the watershed your chosen wetland is a part of. The internet. Pens, pencils, paper. Garbage
bags, gloves and rubber boots for the clean-up. Cameras are helpful for plant identification.
Native Plants, Water and Us! Native Plant Society of Saskatchewan free publication.
CASE STUDY: FACE TO FACE WITH WETLAND REALITIES
‘Adopting a local wetland for study and clean up can be quite the inspiring mess. Urban wetlands are
often between roadways. We drive by them without much notice. Upon closer inspection students
discover the incredible diversity of life in these isolated habitats as well as the discarded human items
that collect here. Students love to get their gloved hands messy removing the garbage. Their brains get
a little cleaned up too as they re-evaluate what is important, opening their eyes to physical realities and
becoming empowered as they make an immediate positive impact. This can be adapted to other
ecosystems, whatever you have closest to your school. Join Brightwater in an exploration of local water
drainage sites, get your hands dirty and bring your camera to learn how to make a difference in our
current global water crisis and in the lives of the tiny creatures that share our local wetland habitats.’
Brightwater Science and Environment Centre, Saskatoon, SK.
This was the invitation given to students registered with the wetland stewardship initiative through
Brightwater Science and Environment Centre, Saskatoon Public Schools.
One particular class had an extraordinarily successful trip. The wetland they chose to study was at the
crossroads of 33rd St and Dalmeny Road, just on the western edge of Saskatoon. At this site the students
saw many species of ducks and had a chance to sit and watch a resident muskrat. They caught and
released frogs, dragonfly larvae, damselfly larvae, mayfly larvae, copepods, and water beetles. Some
mayfly species are very sensitive to water quality and are considered indicator species. Their presence
in this polluted site indicates the resilience of a wetland. The plant life around this diverse wetland
included cattails (Typha latifolia), bulrushes (Scirpus spp.), ratroot (Acorus calamus), many rushes
(Juncus spp.), many sedges (Carex spp.), willows (Salix spp.), duckweed (Lemna minor) and more.
Amidst all of this life we also collected a small mountain of garbage. We pulled out a full porcelain
toilet, many disposable coffee cups, a dvd player, chip bags, boxes, diapers and many other nondegradable plastic items. These were hauled away by the RM of Corman Park.
There were two boys in this class that were very helpful, extremely keen and contagiously enthusiastic.
When they were pointed out to the teacher she was very pleasantly surprised that these two that gave
her the biggest headache in the classroom were finding a way of learning that suited them. This is a
common theme in outdoor experiential education. The students that struggle in a desk thrive in the
outdoor classroom. These boys could see, immediately, the impact their actions were having on the
habitat they were observing. It was a good feeling for everyone involved.
Any teacher can facilitate an experience like this for their students. Ensure that the aquatic ecosystem
you wish to visit is on public land or that you receive permission to be there. Check out the aquatic
ecosystem on your own before bringing your students there. Try to find one that is close, accessible and
in need of care. Arrange garbage pick-up for the same day if possible. Contact your local municipality
office to inquire or plan to haul the garbage away with you.

INTRODUCTION
By this grade level a student should have a basic understanding of what a native plant is. However, it is
always good to reinforce and remind. A plant native or indigenous to Saskatchewan is one that has
evolved here. This means that it was here prior to European contact. Native plants are adapted to their
specific climatic zone and soil type. There are both native aquatic plants and terrestrial plants. Plants
that are not native are considered ‘introduced’ or ‘exotic’. If these introduced species spread rapidly
and out-compete other plants in an ecosystem they are considered ‘invasive’ or sometimes referred to
as ‘noxious weeds’. Native plants are part of the biodiversity that help to keep our ecosystems healthy.
They support a vast number of species that have evolved with them in an intricate relationship. The loss
of this biodiversity has an impact throughout the ecosystem resulting in species endangerment and
extinction. It is important to promote a sense of respect through ecological knowledge of place.
Aquatic ecosystems, such as lakes, ponds, rivers, streams and wetlands, perform many functions and
services. They recharge our groundwater systems, mitigate flooding, provide habitat for various aquatic,
terrestrial and amphibious organisms, stabilize the soil, trap sediment, play a role in the cycling of
nutrients and immobilization of contaminants and they provide humans with water for life and
recreation.
INSTRUCTIONAL METHODS
This is a guided inquiry. Do not collect whole plants for this study. Leaf collection may be helpful for
identification. Taking many close-up pictures of individual plants and plant parts is helpful for plant
identification.
Before going on your hike study some of the plant species that have been introduced to Saskatchewan.
Make it clear to them that all grain crops and common garden vegetables are introduced. Here are
some others your students should be aware of:

Invasive Riparian Plants:
Leafy Spurge (Euphorbia esula)

http://www.saskatoon.ca/DEPARTMENTS/Infrastructure%20Services/Parks/WeedControl/Pages/LeafySpurge.aspx

Purple Loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria)

Photo credit: Saffron Blaze, Christian Fischer
If either of these is found, they should be reported to the Native Plant Society of Saskatchewan.

Other invasive plants in Saskatchewan:
http://www.biodiversity.sk.ca/Docs/InvasiveSpecies.pdf
http://www.biodiversity.sk.ca/Docs/NoxiousWeeds.pdf
Saskatchewan Weed Control Act plant list (located on page 2397 of the document):
http://www.saskinvasives.ca/file/Saskatchewan%20Gazette%20Dec%2010%202010%20%20Weed%20List.pdf
INSTRUCTIONAL METHODS CONTINUED…
Bring your students to a local aquatic ecosystem. In groups have them explore the area, write a
description and make a sketch of the habitat, list all the creatures they see and choose one plant to
study in-depth. Make a sketch of the plant, and take many pictures. Have them look at every detail in
order to help them identify it later. Or you can help them identify their plant on site if you bring an
expert or aquatic plant guides with you.
The proper identification of the plant is important. This is the part of the inquiry the students may need
the most help with. Ensure that they understand the possibility to select a new plant if they are not able
to identify or find information on the first one they choose. They can do this after the field trip by
choosing one out of a plant guide or from the internet. Seek resources to help your students; a
biologist, a herbalist, a knowledgeable parent or community member, books from the resource list, an
interpretive/nature center and the internet.
Knowing which ecozone you are studying will really help to narrow the possibilities of species in the
search for your plant’s identity.

http://esask.uregina.ca/entry/ecozones_and_ecoregions.html

Find your ecozone. Are you in
the Prairie, Boreal Plain, Boreal
Shield or Taiga Shield ecozone?
Locate your ecoregion to
narrow your plant ID search.

Some botanical terminology may help your students understand the plant identification keys and plant
descriptions:

Chart of leaf morphology characteristics. Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Leaf_morphology.svg
Image credit: McSush/Debivort

Raceme

Spike

Umbel

Corymb

Panicle

Catkin

Chart of common inflorescence (flower) types. Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inflorescense
Image credit: Amanda44, Shazz and Daniel Miłaczewski

Once their plant is properly identified ask your students to write a story, poem, essay or crate a poster
that includes the following information.
 Common names (most plants have more than one).
 Latin name (look up the meaning of the Latin names).
 Family (western science classification).
 The name in a local indigenous language.
 The role of this plant in the aquatic ecosystem. Is it a filtering plant?
 Medicinal properties (study the meaning of properties such as ‘coagulant’).
 Food uses.
 Tool uses.
 Cultures or groups that depended on this plant, their worldview and how this affected their
sense of place. How did they value the land? Why?
 Stories associated with the plant.
 Answers to some of the inquiry questions below. See example: Appendix 1
INQUIRY
Explore, observe, investigate, acknowledge sources, interpret, plan, and create.
Questions: (These are not the essential questions to be answered; they are to help the teacher and
students to explore the possibilities of what can be learned about their plant).
Is this a native plant? If it isn’t, where do you think it comes from? How prevalent was this plant in its
habitat? Was it growing densely or were there few?
What does this plant do for the aquatic ecosystem? Is it a filtering plant? What does the habitat of this
plant look like? Is it dry loving, sun loving, or moist and shade loving? Which animals might use this
plant? How? What other creatures did you see near this plant? What other roles could this plant have
in the ecosystem?
Was there a lot of garbage? What are your thoughts on this experience? How can we better take care
of our wetlands?
Who used this plant? Did more than one culture use this plant? How would they collect it? When
would they collect it? What protocol was appropriate for collecting this plant? How do these cultures
perceive plants and our relationships to plants? What is this plant used for today?
ASSESSMENT
Have the students share their research with each other in small groups. Invite community members to
be involved in the presentations.
RESOURCES
Individuals:
Chet Neufeld of the Native Plant Society of Saskatchewan (info@npss.sk.ca or 306-668-3940).
http://www.npss.sk.ca/

Books:
Aikenhead, G. and H. Michell. 2011. Bridging Cultures: Indigenous and Scientific Ways of Knowing
Nature. Pearson Canada. Toronto.
Grant, T. and Littlejohn, G. 2010. Greening School Grounds: Creating Habitats for Learning. New
Society Publishers. Gabriola Island.
Hammermeister, A., D. Gauthier and K. McGovern. 2001. Saskatchewan’s Native Prairie: Taking Stock
of a Vanishing Ecosystem and Dwindling Resource. Native Plant Society of Saskatchewan. Saskatoon.

Johnson, D., L. Kershaw, A. MacKinnon, and J. Pojar. 1995. Plants of the Western Forest: Alberta,
Saskatchewan & Manitoba Boreal Forest & Aspen Parkland. Lone Pine Publishing and the Canadian
Forest Service. Edmonton.
Keane, K. and D. Howarth. 2003. The Standing People: Field Guide of Medicinal Plants of the Prairie
Provinces. Root Woman and Dave. Saskatoon.
Lahring, H. 2003. Water and Wetland Plants of the Prairie Provinces. Canadian Plains Research Center.
Regina.
Saskatchewan Indian Cultural Centre. 2009. Cultural Teachings: First Nations Protocols and
Methodologies. Available through the Saskatchewan Indian Cultural Centre:
http://www.sicc.sk.ca/index.html
Saskatchewan Indian Cultural Centre. 2009. Practicing the Law of Circular Interaction. First Nations
Environmental & Conservation Principles Binder. Available through the Saskatchewan Indian Cultural
Centre: http://www.sicc.sk.ca/index.html
Savage, C. 2011. Prairie: A Natural History. Greystone Books. Vancouver.
Wruck, G. and K. Gerein. 2003. Native Plants, Water and Us! Native Plant Society of Saskatchewan.
Saskatoon.
Websites:
Center for Ecoliteracy
http://www.ecoliteracy.org/essays/systems-thinking
The Native Plant Society of Saskatchewan
http://www.npss.sk.ca/
The Importance of Cattails
http://www.iisd.org/media/press.aspx?id=223
Ducks Unlimited
http://www.greenwing.org/dueducator/ducanadapdf/99993844.PDF

Saskatchewan Indian Cultural Centre
http://www.sicc.sk.ca/index.html
University of Saskatchewan Herbarium Rare Plants Index
http://www.usask.ca/biology/rareplants_sk/root/htm/en/index.php/
Gabriel Dumont Institute
http://www.metismuseum.ca/media/document.php/11389.pdf
Master’s Thesis on Cree Forest Terminology
http://creeculture.academia.edu/KevinBrousseau/Papers/287201/Cree_Forest_Lexicon_Final_Report
Iyiniw Maskikiy (Cree) T′ t′ú N nishe B á D kadádánilni hi (Dene) Nature’s Hidden Gifts by Morris
Brizinski, Valley View School, Beauval, SK, Canada
http://www.usask.ca/education/ccstu/pdfs/nature's%20hidden%20gifts.pdf
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Appendix 1: Example report in poem form
Wacaskomicowin (Literal Cree translation: muskrat food)

Photo credit: J.F. Gaffard

It lives in the swamp wet waters of wetlands
Growing from its rhizomatous base
Its Latin name is Acorus calamus
Of the taxonomic family Acoraceae
It helps to filter water, keeping it clean
Just like the cattails that grow nearby
The muskrats and moose will eat the roots
The leaves are ladders for new dragonflies
Some Cree collect rat root with bare feet and toes
Offering up prayers and sacred tobacco
The use of this plant shared through generations
Chew this root for a toothache, a cough or a cold
In days past the dried root was of great value
People carried it with them as currency
Now it is dug up as the wetlands are drained
You may not see it but there is an urgency
Protect the swamp wet waters of the wetlands
For the waterfowl and plant medicine
For the recharging of aquifers, cultures
and that which gives healing without and within

