Spring Fifth Grade Nature Walk: Quick Notes
Please read the complete walk guide for background. This doc is a summary and has extra notes.
Acton Arboretum has changed over time. It was previously a farm (orchards and livestock), however, the natural
features of esker, kettle bog, and swamp have been here much longer. The interaction of people and natural
progression of vegetation and animals have created unique habitats. Explore the habitats. All contain:
• producers -- Plants use photosynthesis to manufacture their own food. They are the lowest level in the food chains
we discuss.
• consumers -- animals that eat plants/other animals
• decomposers -- plants and animals that feed and produce new soil

Student assignments
List/draw various plants & animals they discover on their worksheets. Think about food chains for various habitats.
Start to understand interdependencies between elements in ecosystem, how people play a role, and actions cause
reactions. You can talk about the assignment on the way to the Arboretum. They will use these categories for
observations: non-living (rocks, walls), plants¸ animals (bugs, birds, evidence such as nests, home sites, or tracks),
and fungi.

Major concepts to discuss
•
•
•

Layers of the forest (page 7 of guide)
Several ecosystems present (bog, forest, meadow, swamp, vernal pool, pond, stone walls). Students can relate
these ecosystems to their ecoterriums made in class.
Producers/consumers/decomposers (page 2)

Notes on ecosystems
Boardwalk/Kettle bog habitat: Bog formed by ice, water is acidic, with no outflow. See the Fall Walk Guide for
details. You can review the bog concepts from the fall walk.
• Plants: pitcher plant, blueberry, sphagnum (peat) moss, leather leaf, poison sumac.
• Animals: swamp mites, peepers (frogs), ribbon snakes, water spiders, mosquitoes, owls, hawks.
Esker/Stonewall habitat: There are a number of stonewalls in the arboretum, with a prominent one on the esker. Most
of these stonewalls are made with large stones, indicating the land inside the wall was pasture or orchard--if it was for
growing crops, there would be smaller stones in the walls.
• Decomposers: Fungi & Lichen. Lichen grows on the rocks in the walls. Fungi (think mushrooms not green) and
Lichen (algae & fungus) help break down decaying plants and rocks to create soil.
• Plants: usually start in ground adjacent & grow over.
• Animals: The walls are homes to mice, chipmunks, snakes, which attract foxes and predator birds
Pond habitat: The two adjacent ponds were used to wash fruit from an orchard. The ponds have flat stones on the
bottom, indicating they were changed by previous owners. The upper pond (on the right when facing it) is spring fed
and the lower pond is more seasonal (the upper pond can flow into the lower pond, if the water is high). This is a
breeding area for salamanders. Other animals are frogs, snakes, water fowl. The pond has duckweed, one of the
smallest plants.
Forest habitat: The forest here is in transition from orchard/pasture land. One white oak was left as a shade tree for
the pasture animals long ago. This is described on page 4. As you are on the main Esker trail, you will see a path on the
right. The oak with large spreading branches is shortly after this on the left about 75 feet into the woods;
Most of the remaining trees are less than 100 years old, except for a few pines that couldn’t be easily cut into planks-ones where the top got damaged and side buds took over creating a forked tree. The pitch pines are almost gone,
though there are few. Pitch pines have a shorter life span and are overshadowed by the white pines. The forest
progression goes from shorter lived pines to hard woods such as maples.

Because not all the trees have leafed out, there is a lot of sun in the woods right now (mid May). The wildflowers are
blooming because they get a lot of sun this time of year. Students may be surprised that the woods are so sunny.
Meadow habitat: The meadow has overgrown grasses and sumac. The sumac has hollow stems that were used to
drain maple sap to make syrup. The meadow has field mice, voles and other seed eating critters that are 1st level
consumers that attract the 2nd level consumers, fox, coyotes and predator birds such as owls and hawks.
Note that this area is a meadow because workers periodically cut it back. If not, it would eventually fill in as forest.
Interesting plants you might see on the walk
Pitcher plant
Star flower
Sarsparilla
Turkey Tail fungus
Solomon’s Seal
Ground Pine

Lady Slipper
Bear berry (small red berries)
Sumac
Shelf fungus
Cinnamon Fern (fuzzy stem)
Canada Mayflower

Jack-in-the-Pulpit
Poison Ivy
Celadine (bright yellow flowers)
Blueberry blossoms
Leatherleaf
Fern

You may see ducks, salamanders, frogs, blue heron (large bird with long beak), chipmunks, garter snakes, a variety of
bugs, (especially if you turn over a log), and a variety of small birds.

Route
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Leave Conant and follow Minot Ave to the Arboretum entrance across from Forest Street.
Go down the stairs and take boardwalk to the bog. You can review the bog concepts from the fall walk.
After boardwalk, follow yellow trail (Esker trail) along the esker and stone wall.
When you see a left and the sign for the Taylor Road parking lot, take this left and follow the trail down to vernal
pool and pond.
After viewing the pond and vernal pool, follow the boardwalk to look at the wildflower garden.
At the end of the flower garden boardwalk, turn around and retrace your steps up to the Esker trail.
Follow the Esker trail until you see a trail that bears left to a meadow.
Follow this trail through the meadow. It will follow the edge of the bog and circle back to the starting point.

Note: To avoid crowding, some groups can do the walk backwards. That is, after the stairs, take a right and follow the
path along the edge of the bog, meadow, etc. and end up at the bog boardwalk.

Supplies
•
•

Students will have a clipboard with a sheet to complete. This is page 6 in the walk guide.
You will have an “Acton Naturally” guide which lists the plants, animals, wildflowers, etc. you are likely to see in
Acton. Many of the wildflowers listed in this guide are present along the walk. Feel free to bring your own field
guides if you like.

Other notes
•
•
•
•

Students should stay on the path. There are a lot of roots and stones, so no running.
Students can touch trees, shrubs, etc .that they see, but watch out for poison ivy.
No picking or destroying living plants. Can collect fallen items if desired.
Feel free to turn over fallen logs and look for insects. There are many examples of fallen trees that are
decomposing. Look for fungi and lichen on decomposing logs.

