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Beech Maple Forest Classroom Unit 
 

Theme:  Decomposers        Recommended Grade Levels:   1
st
 – 3

rd
 grade  

Unit Connection: Decomposers have an important role in a Beech Maple  Lesson Length:  Part 1: 50 minutes  

    forest (lesson #3)       Part 2: 45 minutes   

Subject: Science   

 

Essential Questions: What are decomposers and what do they do?  

         What adaptations help decomposers survive?  

         Why are decomposers important? 

 

Key Concepts: what are decomposers, examples of decomposers, adaptations, decomposer habitats, importance of decomposers    

      

Lesson Summary: This lesson can be divided up into two parts, or can be completed all in one session. During part one, students will  

have the opportunity to use their senses to observe a common decomposer up close. They will complete the 

“Observe like a Scientist” worksheet and investigate their decomposer’s adaptations. Then they will wrap up their 

decomposer investigation through a discussion about the importance of decomposers in a forest. During part two, 

the students will have an opportunity to create their own decomposers out of recycled materials and must include at 

least three adaptations that help their decomposer survive in its habitat. They will work through the “My 

Decomposer” worksheet to guide them through the process and will share their decomposers in a small group at the 

end of the lesson. There are also optional extension activities that can be completed in order to further explore 

decomposition.      

 

Materials: “Terrarium Observation Record” packets (students should already have these)  

    “Observe like a Scientist” data sheet – 1 per student  

     “My Decomposer” worksheet – 1 per student  

     Suggested decomposers: pill bugs, worms, mealworms, slugs, snails, ants, crickets * 

     Small containers/jars for observation – 1 per student  

     Soil (add a some amount to each container/jar) 

     Variety of recycled materials (yogurt tubs, toilet paper tubes, butter tubs, straws, string, egg cartons, toothpicks, q-tips,  

         cups, wax paper, foil…etc.)  

     Variety of craft supplies (glue, scissors, tape, sequins, pom poms, feathers, construction paper, felt, foam, clay…)   

 

     *Most of these decomposers can either be picked up at a local pet store or ordered through your science supply company. 

 

I. Objectives 

Objectives: 

1) Students will pose a question about their decomposer and investigate that question through observation. 

2) Students will observe a decomposer and investigate its adaptations.  

3) Students will be able to identify why decomposers are important.  

4) Students will create their own decomposers with at least three unique adaptations that help them survive in their 

environment. 

 

Michigan State Standards: 

1
st
 Grade Standards 2

nd
 Grade Standards 3

rd
 Grade Standards 

S.IP.01.11 Make purposeful observation 

of the natural world using the appropriate 

senses.  

S.IP.02.11 Make purposeful observation 

of the natural world using the appropriate 

senses.  

S.IP.03.11 Make purposeful observation 

of the natural world using the appropriate 

senses.  
S.IP.01.12 Generate questions based on 

observations. 

S.IP.02.12 Generate questions based on 

observations. 

S.IP.03.12 Generate questions based on 

observations. 

S.IA.01.12 Share ideas about science 

through purposeful conversation. 

S.IA.02.12 Share ideas about science 

through purposeful conversation. 

S.IA.03.12 Share ideas about science 

through purposeful conversation. 

S.IA.01.13 Communicate and present 

findings of observations. 

S.IA.02.13 Communicate and present 

findings of observations. 

S.IA.03.13 Communicate and present 

findings of observations. 

  L.OL.03.32 Identify and compare 

structures in animals used for controlling 

body temperature, support, movement, 

food-getting, and protection.  
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  L.EV.03.12 Relate characteristics and 

functions of observable body parts to the 

ability of animals to live in their 

environment.  
 

 II. Before you start 

Prerequisite knowledge and skills. 

 

 

-knowledge of the 5 senses  

-how to use their senses in their observations  

Assessment 

(formative and summative) 

 

Formative Assessment: “Observe like a Scientist” worksheet  

-Do the students use their senses in observing their decomposers? 

-Did the students specify a question to investigate? 

-Are the students able to participate in the discussion about their decomposers?  

III. The Plan 

Time Parts Lesson Description 

 

Prep work 

(before the 

lesson) 

Before the Lesson: 

-Put decomposers in small containers/jars with a small layer of soil for the students to observe. If possible, 

allow each student to have their own decomposer for observation. If there are not enough available 

decomposers, pair students up to share a decomposer, but make sure that each student completes the 

observation sheet. 

-Make copies of worksheets  

 

 

15 

min. 

 

 

 

 

5 

min.  

Motivation 

(Opening/ 

Introduction/ 

Engagement) 

Part 1 

Terrarium Observation Record: 

Students observe their terrariums and record their observations, drawings, and questions in their 

observation packet. 

 

Review: 

What have we been learning about in science lately? (what makes up a Michigan Beech Maple Forest) 

 

Today we’re going to be focusing on a specific group of creatures in a Beech Maple Forest. They’re 

called decomposers. Does anyone know what that big word means?  

 

Explain: 

Decomposers are creatures that eat dead plant and animal material. If a plant, tree, or animal dies, the 

decomposers break down nutrients in the dead stuff and turn it into soil. What are some different kinds of 

decomposers that live in the soil and break down dead material? (worms, slugs, snails, pill bugs, ants, 

millipedes, sow bugs, spiders, beetles, mushrooms) Today, we’re going to observe some decomposers and 

discover how they are made to survive in the Beech Maple forest.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

20 

min. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Development 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Decomposer Observation  

Model the observation activity for the students by observing a decomposer and beginning to work through 

the “Observe like a Scientist” data sheet. Explain the worksheet to the students.  

 

Encourage the students to use their senses to observe and investigate their decomposer. Remind them to 

touch their decomposer very carefully in order to avoid injury.  

 

The following chart includes some suggested questions that students could investigate through observing 

their decomposers.  

 

Animal Worm Pill Bug Cricket 

Adaptations 

for students to 

explore 

Do they have eyes? Why 

or why not?  

 

Why do they stay in 

damp, dark places? 

  

Why does it roll up in a 

ball?  

 

Why does it need to stay 

in damp, dark places? 

Why does it spit brown 

liquid?  

 

Why does it have such 

big legs? 

Animal Slug Snail Mealworm 

Adaptations 

for students to 

explore 

Why are they slimy? 

 

Why do they leave a 

slime trail?  

 

Why do they have a 

shell?  

 

Why do they leave a 

slime trail?  

Do they have eyes? Why 

or why not?  

 

How do they know where 

they’re going? How do 

they move?  
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10 

min 

 

 

 
 

 

Discussion: 

-What did you learn about your decomposer?  

-If we were exploring outside, where do you think that we would find these decomposers? (under logs, 

under leaf litter, in the dirt) Why would they be there?  

-Who remembers…what do decomposers do?  

-Why are decomposers important?  (need to break down dead material so that it doesn’t keep piling up 

higher and higher, add nutrients to the soil) 

  

 

 

 

5 

min. 

 

 

25 

min. 

 

 

15 

min. 

Closure 

 

Part 2 

Create a Decomposer Activity: 

 

Now that you’ve learned more about decomposers and their unique adaptations that help them survive, 

you’re going to have a chance to create your decomposers out of recycled materials. You need to choose 

where your decomposer is going to live and need to design it with at least three unique characteristics that 

help it survive in its environment.  Explain “My Decomposer” worksheet and model how to fill it out.  

 

Students create their own decomposers out of recycled material and fill out the “My Decomposer” 

worksheet. 

 

Wrap-Up: 

After students have created their decomposers and completed the worksheet, divide students up into small 

groups of 3-4 students so that they can share their decomposers with their group. Make sure that the 

students also tell their group about their decomposer’s adaptations that help it survive in its environment.  

 

Optional extension activities: 

-Add some rotting logs, dead leaves, and decomposers to your terrariums and watch decomposition occur 

for a period of time.  

-To learn more about decomposition, set up a worm composter in your classroom. For more information, 

visit this website: http://www.wikihow.com/Make-Your-Own-Worm-Compost-System  

 

Resources: 

 

The following two books provided useful information in creating this lesson. They would be great resources to have in a classroom! 

 

Pet Bugs by Sally Kneidel – This book provides great information about common bugs: what they look like, where to find them, 

how they act, and how to catch and keep them. Excellent resource for further classroom studies! 

 

Creepy Crawlies and the Scientific Method  by Sally Kneidel – This book provides experiment ideas for common creepy crawlies 

and includes age-appropriate activities for young children. The experiments are inquiry-based and provide many opportunities for 

the students to observe and explore the creepy crawlies.  

 

http://www.wikihow.com/Make-Your-Own-Worm-Compost-System
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OBSERVE LIKE A SCIENTIST 
 

Scientist’s Name:          Date:     

     

Organism:           Time:      

     

 

KEY QUESTION: How do the traits (structures/behaviors) of a ___________________ help it survive? 

         (organism’s name) 

 

 

PREDICT: Write out a prediction about how the traits of your organism help it survive.  

 

 

 

 

 

OBSERVE: 

Qualitative Data 

(Use My Senses) 

Quantitative Data 

(Use Numbers) 

What do you observe? Sense Used What can you measure? Tool Used 
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EXPLAIN YOUR RESULTS: 

 

Example:  

Question: How do the long legs of a cricket help it survive?  

Claim: I think that a cricket has long legs so that it can jump away from its predators.  

Evidence: When I tried to touch the cricket, it would jump away like it was scared.  

Reasoning: I am like a predator and the cricket always tried to escape when I wanted to catch it. It would use 

its legs to jump away from me.  

 

 CLAIM: (answer your question) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 EVIDENCE: (Share how your observations helped you answer your question) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 REASONING: (Share your thinking about why you chose this evidence) 
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Additional information for teacher reference:  

 

Definition: A set of statements providing the claim made by the researcher based on the evidence collected and 

supported by sound reasoning. 

 Claim: 

  Definition: The claim is the answer to the research question or problem that was investigated 

  Purpose: The claim clearly lays out your position at the end of your investigation. 

 Evidence:  

Definition: Evidence is the observations (data) selected that clearly and completely supports the 

claim. The relationship between the claim and evidence is evident. 

Purpose: Your selected data (evidence) supports your claim, the answer to your research 

question. 

 Reasoning: 

Definition: Reasoning justifies the student’s thinking process of why the evidence was chosen to 

support the claim. It can also be linked to the scientific principle or theory that also supports the 

claim. 

Purpose: Reasoning is your analysis of the evidence that clearly lays out your case for why the 

evidence supports the claim. By using second hand data your reasoning can include the scientific 

principles and theories that support the conclusions you have drawn 
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Name: ________________________ 

My Decomposer 

 
Decomposer Name: __________________________  

 

Habitat: ___________________________________ 

 

Unique Characteristics – What helps it survive? (at least 3) 

 

1. __________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. __________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. __________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. __________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. __________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Draw a picture of your DECOMPOSER in its HABITAT 
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