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“Life in a Pond”
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Ponds are full of life. When you explore a pond, you find many different types of plants and animals living in and around the water. In the deep center of the pond, there are big fish like bass. At the shallow edges of the pond live turtles and frogs. Mammals, like raccoons and muskrats, visit the grassy shore of the pond searching for food and shelter. Even the water itself is “alive.” Look at pond water under a microscope, and you will see lots of tiny floating creatures called microorganisms that become food for fish and bugs.
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Kirkhart, Jerry. Western Pond Turtle (Actinemys marmorata). Flickr. 12 June 2010.

A pond ecosystem

When we talk about the life of a pond, we’re really talking about a pond ecosystem. An ecosystem is the scientific name for every living and nonliving thing that exists in a place together. Pond ecosystems include animals, plants, fish, insects, birds, amphibians, reptiles, mammals, water, soil, rocks, sunlight, and air. Each living member of an ecosystem depends on other parts of the ecosystem to survive. Fish need insects to eat. Lily pads need sunlight for energy. Turtles need rocks and logs where they can sun themselves, and tall grasses to hide from predators.

Life on the water surface

Every part of the pond ecosystem contains life, even the water surface. Long-legged insects like water striders can actually walk across the surface of the water, where they feed on even smaller bugs like mayflies. Mosquito larvae float to the water surface as they go through metamorphosis and become adults with wings. On cool summer evenings, fish and frogs swim up to the surface to feed on these tasty insects.
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Chelaru, Florin. “img_1912.” Photograph. Flickr. 11 Oct 2008. Web. 23 March 2016.

There are also plants that can grow on the surface of a pond. Duckweed is a small floating plant with roots that hang down into the water. Duckweed can grow in thick green mats that provide shade and hiding places for fish and insects. Duckweed is also a favorite snack for ducks! Lily pads also float on the water surface, but their roots reach all the way to the pond floor. Insects like dragonflies rest on top of lily pads; fish hide beneath them. Frogs and salamanders lay egg masses on their leaves and underwater stems.
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McCullough, Don. “Breakfast for Two.” Photograph. Flickr. 6 Feb 2013. Web. 23 March 2016.

Life at the bottom of the pond

Ponds have shallow water, so it’s easier for sunlight to reach all the way to the bottom. This means ponds can support many different types of underwater plants. Bladderworts are plants that actually eat bugs! They float near the bottom and small pouches, or “bladders,” on the plant swallow up tiny bugs like mosquito larvae. Other underwater plants are rooted to the bottom of ponds and provide cover for froglets, crayfish, and insect nymphs. Some underwater plants, like sago pondweed, are eaten by animals. Ducks love to dive down and eat it. 

Different parts of the pond bottom support different types of animal and insect life. In the deepest part of the pond, crayfish, earthworms, and snails roam the pond floor searching for food. Fish swim to the deepest parts of the pond during the day to stay cool and save energy for evening and morning feedings. In the winter, some frogs and turtles actually bury themselves in the muddy pond bottom so they won’t freeze!

There are even more animals and insects that live on the sloping edges of the pond, where the water is shallower and warmer. Schools of minnows (baby fish) and tadpoles hide among the floating plants and feed on surface insects and algae. Insects like caddis flies lay their eggs on the shallow pond floor. When their eggs hatch, the larvae feed on algae, fungi, and insect parts collected on the bottom of the pond. Salamanders and snakes slither in and out of the pond at its sloping edge.
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Art of Nature – Canada. “Pond Edge.” Photograph. Flickr. 17 Oct 2011. Web. 23 March 2016.

Life at the water’s edge

A wide variety of plants thrive at the water’s edge, where their roots can continuously feed on moist soil. Some of the most common pond plants are cattails, bulrushes, and reeds. Cattails can grow up to 10 feet tall. They grow in thick clusters that provide excellent nesting grounds for birds like the red-winged blackbird and canvasback duck. Muskrats like to cut down cattails to eat and use them to build their houses.

Bullfrogs rest near the water’s edge, where they are protected by thick vegetation and can easily hop into the water for food or protection. Reptiles like snapping turtles and snakes also hang out at the edge of the water looking for a meal of fish or frog. Aquatic mammals like beavers and muskrats enter and exit the water at the edges of the pond. Land mammals like raccoons, rabbits, mice, voles, and shrews also visit the water’s edge to hide from predators and feed on insects and fish.
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West, Liz. “cattails.” Photograph. Flickr. 29 July 2007. Web. 23 March 2016.

Taking care of ponds

Think about all the different plants and animals that depend on ponds to live. We can help ponds stay healthy by keeping them free of garbage and pollution. When you visit a pond, bring a butterfly net and a small container. See how many different bugs, frogs, minnows, and tadpoles you can find, but always release them back into the wild. Try not to damage or destroy pond plants and flowers. That’s the best way to ensure that the pond will be there for future generations of people—and animals—to enjoy.
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Clark, Matt. “Dragonfly #1.” Photograph. Flickr. 17 July 2010. Web. 23 March 2016.

Written by Dave Roos for EL Education

Sources:

Alabama Wildlife Federation. Alabama Wildlife Federation, 2016. Web. 4 March 2016. [alabamawildlife.org]

Painter, Theresa. “Study of Northern Virginia Ecology.” Island Creek Elementary School. Fairfax County Public Schools. Web. 4 March 2016.

Example of Cross-Section Diagram
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Created by Stacey Posnett for EL Education.
Planning a Frog Pond Anchor Chart

(For Teacher Reference)

	Planning a Frog Pond

	Problem: Frogs are losing habitats

Task: Build a frog pond that meets the needs of a frog at all stages of its life.

	Identify Needed Evidence: What do we need to know? What questions do we have?

Responses will vary. Be sure students identify components of the habitat.

Possibilities might include:
· Where frogs want to live

· What frogs like to sleep on

· The plants and other animals that share their habitat

· What frogs eat

· Do frogs eat the same thing at all parts of their life?

· Where frogs get their food

· Is pond water normal water?

· What should the pond be built out of?

	Collect Evidence: “How do we know our frog pond designs will positively affect the traits of our frog and will meet the survival needs of frogs?”

	Responses will vary.

Possibilities might include:

The pond will have specific parts to meet the different needs of a frog’s various phases of life.
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Grade 3: Life Science Module 2: Unit 2


Lesson Sequence 3: The Pond Is a System
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