The Woods that got Worms

By Andrew Gabel

Long ago there once was a healthy forest in Duluth with many native plants on the forest floor. There were beautiful Trilliums, Sugar Maple saplings, and Leeks. 

(Have at least one student be Sugar Maples and one student be a Trillium.)

 The leaves fell from the trees, collected on the surface of the ground, and created a duff layer. 

(Have trees pretend they are dropping leaves.) 

This duff layer gave insects, spiders, great homes to live in.

(Have students act as spiders living in the duff) 

Animals in the forest such as birds, reptiles, and amphibians ate the insects and spiders that lived in the duff layer. 

(Have students act as birds, frogs, and snakes eating the spiders and insects.)

The duff layer also fed the plants and seedlings of the forest floor many nutrients which gave them the nourishment to grow and reproduce.  The forest was undisturbed, healthy, and happy. (Smiles)
One day a man was fishing in a lake next to the forest. After he was done fishing for the day he tossed his worms out of his boat and into the water. The earthworms lived for two months in the lake and eventually made it to shore. When the earthworms reached shore they were in paradise because there was an infinite amount of food available for them in the duff layer. Also, they could survive very easily because they had very few predators.

(Have a couple students act as worms)
For many years the earthworms eat the duff layer and reproduced.  As the population of the worms grew, the forest changed.  They were eating most of the nutrition that the forest floor plants needed to stay healthy. Many of the beautiful Trilliums, young sugar maple saplings began to disappear.

(Eliminate a Trillium)
 The earthworms were not only eating up the nutrients of the forest floor, they were destroying the homes for the insects and the spiders.


(Eliminate the spiders)
 Now many of the birds, reptiles, and amphibians began to disappear because they did now have as many insects and spiders to eat.


(Eliminate the birds, frogs, and snakes)
As more time passed by the earthworms continued to invade the forest floor and the forest continued to become less healthy and sadder. Almost all of the plants on the forest floor had diapered which gave other invasive species an opportunity to invade the forest. Buckthorn moved into the forest, and over just a little time they spread themselves everywhere.

(Have remaining students act as Buckthorns)
This story does not have a happy ending but we can prevent the spread of invasive species by not introducing exotic species such as earthworms into our environment.  

 Conclusion

1. Debrief the story with questions geared towards your second and third objectives.  
 


a. What happened to the forest once earthworms were introduced?

b. What are the relationships between the plants, animals, and everything else that lived in the forest? 

c. How do these relationships affect each other?

d. Why are all of the members of the forest important?

2. Explain that the relationship between all members of an environment is called an Eco-System.  

