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Beech Maple Forest Classroom Unit 
 

Theme:  Terrarium Observation       Recommended Grade Levels:   1
st
 – 3

rd
 grade  

Unit Connection: Provides further study of terrariums created   Lesson Length: 65 minutes 

  in introductory lesson (lesson #4)           

Subject: Science   

 

Essential Questions: What do plants and animals need to survive? 

       What is an ecosystem?  

        How do living and non-living things work together in order to survive?  

 

Key Concepts: survival needs of plants, survival needs of animals, ecosystem         

 

Lesson Summary: In this lesson, students will use their senses to observe their terrariums and record their results. Through a class  

discussion, students will share their terrarium observations and compare and contrast their classmates’ terrariums to 

their own. They will discuss the survival needs of plants and animals and learn about the term “ecosystem.” They 

will work in small groups to respond to various terrarium scenarios and will present their results to the class. The 

lesson concludes by discussing how the living and non-living things in a terrarium work together in order to survive. 

     

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

      “Terrarium Scenario” sheet  

        Large sheets of paper – 1 per small group 

        Markers or crayons for each group  

 

I. Objectives 

Objectives: 

1) Students will be able to observe their terrariums and record their observations. 

2) Students will discuss their terrarium observations and compare and contrast the classroom terrariums through discussion. 

3) Students will be able to identify the survival needs of plants and animals.  

4) Students will be able to respond to various scenarios and identify how living and non-living things work together to survive.  

 

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 in 

collaborative groups. 

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 and 

investigations. 

L.OL.01.13 Identify the needs of 

animals. 

L.OL.02.14 Identify the needs of plants.  

 

  

II. Before you start 

Prerequisite knowledge and skills. -knowledge of living and non-living things   

Assessment 

(formative and summative) 

 

Formative assessment: 

Terrarium Observations & Discussion 

-Did all students observe and record their terrarium observations?  

-Did students actively participate in the discussion and share their observations?  

 

Scenario presentations 

-Did students’ results make sense? 

-Were students able to explain why they think their result would occur?    
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III. The Plan 

Time Parts Lesson Description 

 Prep work  -cut-out the scenario strips for each group  

 

2 

min. 

 

15 

min.  

Motivation 

(Opening/ 

Introduction/ 

Engagement) 

Review: 

What are we learning about in science? (Michigan’s Beech Maple forests) 

 

Terrarium Observation Record: 

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

observation packet. 

 

After they have observed their own terrarium, have the students walk around the room and look at the 

other terrariums. Encourage them to make “mental notes/observations” about what they’re seeing and to 

compare and contrast all of the terrariums.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

15 

min.  

Development 

Discussion:  

After students have had a chance to look at all of the terrariums, have a class discussion. Ask students the 

following questions and continue to prompt them to think deeply about what is occurring within their 

terrariums. This is your opportunity as the teacher to make connections between what they’re thinking 

and what is occurring. Help them make sense of what is happening.  

 

Suggested questions:  

-What have you been noticing in your terrariums?  

-What is happening? Why do you think this is happening?  

-When you looked at all of the terrariums, what are some things that you noticed were the same in most of 

the terrariums?  

-What were some things that you noticed were different between some terrariums?  

-What are some non-living things in your terrariums? 

-What are some living things in your terrariums?  

-What resources do the living things in your terrariums need to survive?  

 

Write the following lists of resources that living things need to survive on the board: 

Plants Animals  

-sunlight 

-water 

-air 

-nutrients / 

good soil  

-food 

-water 

-air 

-space 

-shelter 

 

Introduce new vocabulary - ecosystem:  

In your terrariums, you have created an ecosystem. Does anyone know what this big word means? An 

ecosystem is like a community of plants, animals, and the non-living things that are in the same area. 

These living and non-living things interact with each other and need each other in order to survive. Your 

terrariums are small ecosystems because the plants and animals need each other and the non-living things 

(like soil, water, and sunlight)  in order to survive.  

 

Scenarios:  

Now that you know what resources living things need to survive and that your terrariums are ecosystems 

where everything works together, you’re going to work in small groups to figure out what would happen 

to your ecosystem in the scenario that I give you.  

 

Divide students up into small groups and give each group a scenario and allow them to draw a picture of 

the result of the scenario on a large sheet of paper.  

 

If students need assistance, prompt them to think of the resources that living things need to survive.  

 

Scenario Presentations 

After students finish drawing the scenario results, have two students from each group explain their 

scenario and present their result to the class. Make sure that students explain why they think their result 

would occur.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 

min. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10 

min. 

 

 

 

 

15 

min. 
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5 

min. 

Closure 

 

Wrap-Up: 

-In all of your scenarios, what happened at the end? (terrarium died) 

-What did you learn from these scenarios?  

-Remember that big word we learned today…what was it? (ecosystem) 

-What is an ecosystem? (a community where living and non-living things work together in order to 

survive) 

-Can a plant live if it is missing just one resource? Why or why not? (No, needs all resources to survive) 

-Can an animal live if it is missing just one resource?  Why or why not? (No, needs all resources to 

survive) 

 

Connection to next lesson (Forest Web): 

-If your terrariums are ecosystems – communities were living and non-living things work together in 

order to survive – then what are some examples of how the living and non-living things in your terrarium 

work together to survive? (ideas: plants need soil and water, decomposers need dead leaves, decomposers 

need soil…) 

Resources: 

 

If you’re going to be studying additional habitats, here’s a great online lesson that gives students the opportunity to create various 

habitats (aquatic, desert, swampland, shoreline) in classroom terrariums: http://www.wpi.edu/Images/CMS/PIEE/2a1.pdf  

 

 

http://www.wpi.edu/Images/CMS/PIEE/2a1.pdf
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Terrarium Scenarios  

 

 
Scenario #1 - Imagine that I moved one of the terrariums into my closet and left it in there for a week. What do 

you think would happen and why? 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scenario #2 - Imagine that I forgot to add water to my terrarium for two weeks. What do you think would 

happen and why? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scenario #3 - Imagine that I really loved worms, so I put 100 worms into my terrarium! What do you think 

would happen if I left all of those worms in my terrarium? Why do you think this would happen? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scenario #4 - Imagine that I watered my terrarium every day. I filled up my water bottle and poured all of that 

water into my terrarium every morning when I got to school. What do you think would happen to my terrarium 

after a few weeks and why? 

 


