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Pond Critters

Enduring Understandings
•   The pond habitat is a community where many insects, 

mammals, amphibians and reptiles live.
•   Many of these creatures depend on each for other as a 

food source.

Objectives
• Children show interest and curiosity in the great variety of creatures 

that live in a pond.
• Children discover that these creatures often need to eat one another 

to survive.
• Children experiment with creating some of these creatures from craft 

materials.
• Children play in their constructed pond or wetland.

Directions
1. In your ongoing discussions about community, introduce the pond or 

wetland habitat by reading In the Small, Small Pond by Denise Fleming.  
2. Tell children they will become “Pond Explorers” as 

they look for the community of critters who live in 
a pond. Discuss and chart, if you wish, which pond 
critters the children have seen, and which critters 
they hope to see. Discuss what safe and respectful 
behavior will look like at the pond. Remind students 
that they are there to observe and record what lives 
in the pond habitat. Plants and animals stay in the 
pond.

3. Travel to the pond you will explore. When 
approaching a pond or wetland, take time to stop, 
look, and listen. Children will be anxious to start 
dipping but have them observe fi rst and discuss 
how this is a wild spot and you may fi nd animals but 
maybe not!

4. Remind children that most of the critters they will 
be dipping for are very tiny. Have them look at their 
thumbnail for comparison: many of the critters 
living in this habitat are that small or smaller! It can 
be helpful to remind children that they might not 
catch anything. To increase the chances, carefully 
submerge the net or strainer into the water, bring 
it out and look closely. Is anything moving? Look 
again.
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Materials
 pond or wetland to 

explore, transportation if 
needed

 In the Small, Small Pond 

by Denise Fleming
 plastic wash tubs
metal food strainers
 aquatic nets
magnifying boxes
 clipboards, paper
writing tools
 guides to identify pond 

critters, such as Water 

Insects by Sylvia Johnson. 
See also “Water Critter  
Chart”  (Appendix, p.233)
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5. If there is movement in the net or 
strainer, take it to one of the plastic tubs 
that have been fi lled with pondwater 
and drag the net or strainer backwards 
through the water, releasing any 
macroinvertebrates or insects caught.  
Once the critters are in the collection 
bin, they are in a safe zone. Encourage 
your young naturalists to continue 
collecting and assure them they’ll get to 
investigate their catch when everyone is 
done dipping.
6. After dipping for an appropriate 
amount of time (gauged by children’s 
engagement and your time constraints), 
gather everyone around the plastic 
collection bins. Separate individual 
critters into magnifying boxes or yogurt 
containers. Try to get just one type in 
each container. Pass containers around 
and have students record their fi ndings 
on their clipboards or science journals.
7. Have fi eld guides or other 
resources available to help children 
identify their critters and adaptations 
these critters have to survive in a wet 
habitat.
8. Return all critters to the pond 
or water before leaving. Wash out 

containers to remove any small critters like scuds or leeches.
9. Back in the classroom, add fi ndings to a classroom map or science 

journal of wild sightings. Process and refl ect on the experience with 
the children by engaging in a conversation guided by the discussion 
questions.

Discussion Questions
• What pond critters did you see? (Add these to the chart from the 

earlier discussion.)
• What did the critters do?
• Are the pond critters a community? Why or why not?

Frog Catching!
Catching frogs is slick business.  

Use the soft aquatic nets, not the 

metal strainers as these can 

harm the frog’s skin. Move 

the net quickly over the frog, 

pull the net towards you, and clasp the net, closing off  

the opening so the frog will not escape.  Place the frog 

in the plastic bins fi lled with water, knowing that it will 

escape and head back to the water.  That’s a good thing. 

To hold a frog, grab it fi rmly behind its back legs and rub 

its belly to calm it. Of course, once you start catching 

frogs, children forget about the interesting little 

macroinvertebrates and are totally focused on frogs. You 

may want to establish a time limit or a frog catching day. 

Once a frog has been caught, it is in shock, so when it is 

released it will move slowly. Our rule is, once a frog has 

been released, it is “home free” and cannot be caught 

again that day.
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Extensions
 If possible, take trips to 

the pond throughout the 
seasons to help children 
see the full picture of this 
habitat.

 If you are unable to take 
your class to a pond, 
fi nd a pond where you 
are permitted to dip for 
critters.  Place them in a 
bucket of pond water, NOT 
tap water, and bring them 
into your classroom to 
put into your water table.  
Allow a few children at a 
time to observe the critters.  
Return critters to the same 
pond in a few days.

 Set up a simulated pond or 
wetland in your classroom:
 water: blue tarp 
 lily pads: green paper 

cut-outs
 duckweed: scatter hole-

punched circles from 
green paper.  

 cattails: long cardboard 
tubes, painted brown, 
with thin, green, paper 
leaves and a furry brown 
material for cattail head 

 inhabitants:  frog, duck, 
and dragonfl y puppets 
or paper cutouts 

 Children can draw 
pictures of what they 
have seen at the pond to 
add to their classroom 
pond.

 See “Water Babies Match 
Up” in What’s Happening, 
(p.168).

 Near One Cattail:  Turtles, 
Logs and Leaping Frogs by 
Anthony D. Fredericks

 What’s In the Pond by 
Anne Hunter
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Water Critter Chart   

The water critters that you fi nd in any pond or stream are clues to the health of that water ecosystem.

SOURCE:  THIS LAKE ALIVE! An Interdisciplinary Handbook for Teaching and Learning about the Lake Champlain Basin.

water scorpion
giant water bug

painted turtle

water boatman

tadpole

frog

snail

More Water Critters


