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Pre-Field Trip Activities: 
Activity One (Set up a Mold Garden) 
Mold is type of fungus that sets up housekeeping in our kitchens!  Unlike flowering plants, they do 

not have seeds to reproduce but rather microscopic spores that float through the air.  Find out 

where mold spores are present by collecting spores in your classroom environment and growing 

them. 

 

Materials needed:  

 1 plastic salad container for every 4 children 

 1 slice of bread for every 4 children   

 spray bottle of water 

 

Pass out the plastic containers and slices of bread.  Expose each 

slice of bread to the environment, then place in the plastic container, 

dampen with the mister and close the top. (Do not open your 

experiments - some children are highly allergic to mold spores!)  Observe 

them through the top and sides of the container.  You should see spores beginning to grow in a few 

days.  Examine the spores under magnifying lenses.  Draw what you observe. Do all of the spore 

gardens look the same?  What could cause differences? 

Program Overview: A variety of 

organisms help recycle nutrients in an 

ecosystem.  
  

Key Vocabulary Terms: producer, 

consumer, decomposer, decay, rot, 

bacteria, fungi, fungus, mold, compost, 

humus 
 

Objectives: Students will investigate 

the process of decomposition.  

Students will gain the understanding 

that nature recycles itself through 

the help of bacteria and fungi and 

certain consumers.  
 

Time Allocation: 30 minutes for each 

activity. 

Background Information:   
Yeast, mildew, and mold are members of the fungus family, 

even though they are very small.  Larger, more complex, 

fungi are found living in the woods, gardens, or lawns 

where they can decompose dead trees, leaves, and grass. 

In a forest, mushrooms, slime molds, and bacteria are part 

of a recycling crew that keeps the forest going.  The 

leaves, branches, and even logs that we see on the ground 

today will not be the ones we might see in the future.  As 

mushrooms and bacteria acquire their food from the 

forest detritus, they break it down into simpler parts 

which become nutrients in the soil.  These nutrients keep 

living plants alive.  This nutritious soil is black in color and 

called humus.   
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 Try these ways to collect mold spores- 

 Drop one slice of bread on the floor.   

 Sprinkle garden soil on another slice.   

 Set one slice out in the classroom for several hours.  

 Set another slice outside for several hours. 

 

Variations:   

1. Try this experiment again with slices of fruit. Compare the bread molds to the fruit molds.  

Use different kinds of bread.   

 

2. Some bakeries add preservatives to the bread to retard spoilage or decomposition, while 

other bakeries use no preservatives at all.  Compare the rates of decomposition of different 

brands of bread.  In this experiment, use the same methods to collect the mold spores that 

you used in the first experiment and make your variable the different brands or types of 

bread. 

 

 

 

Activity Two (Rotten Zoo) 
Material Needed: 

 Ziploc  bags – one for each child 

 1/4 teaspoon of soil for each child 

 Food samples such as potato, hot dog, boiled egg, pasta, peanut butter, etc. 

 

Pass out the Ziploc bags and ask each child to place their food sample inside. Drop in the soil. The 

soil will inoculate the food with bacteria.  Instruct students to measure the length or size of the 

piece of food in inches and centimeters. Illustrate what it looks like in their science journals. Ask 

students how they think it will change over time. Will it get bigger?  Will it get smaller?  Will it 

change color?  Set up a control bag.  Drop a piece of food into a bag without soil to compare the 

difference.  Challenge students to think of ways they can vary the experiment.  Try placing the 

bags in a refrigerator, a freezer, direct sunlight, complete dark, etc. Observe what happens inside 

the Ziploc bags over time.  Measure the samples again after one week, two weeks, etc.  Examine the 

samples under magnifying lenses. Record results and illustrate the samples in science journals.   

 

CAUTION:  Do not open the bags once this experiment has started. 

Throw away the bags once experiment is completed.  

 

 

 



Houston Arboretum and Nature Center 

www.houstonarboretum.org 

Post Field Trip Activities: 
Activity One (Make a Worm Bin) 
Study the action of recycling up close and personal by setting up a classroom recycling unit.  

Earthworms are probably the most visible of soil animals.  These mighty tunnelers eat their way 

through the soil propelled by strong muscles.  Bacteria in their gut help them to digest the dead 

leaves and microorganisms that they swallow. When you observe the worm bin, you will see 

decomposition, but you won’t be able to see the microscopic decomposers, the bacteria that the 

worms need to do their job.  

 

Red wigglers will devour banana peels, apple cores, lettuces, leftovers-gone-bad, and other things -- 

and then they'll poop them out as black castings. The castings make great fertilizer for gardens 

and houseplants.  This project can be done individually using empty 2 liter soda bottles or as a class 

project.  

 

Materials: 

 Plastic storage bin and lid:  10-gallon size or bigger for class bin 

 Tray for under the bin 

 Sharp-pointed scissors or cordless drill 

 Newspaper 

 Water 

 Handful of soil  

 Red wiggler worms (Eisenia fetida)- can be purchased at bait shops 

Use the scissors or drill to make air holes in the bottom and lid of the bin. Slide the tray under the 

bin to catch drips.  Tear newspaper into strips about 1 inch (2.5 cm) wide. Fill the bin about half-

full with this bedding.  Add water to the bedding. Keep adding and mixing until all the paper is damp 

but not soggy.  Toss in a handful of soil. This will help the worms' digestion. Then add the worms 

and put the lid on. (They like the dark).  

Feeding your Worms: 

 Bury a small amount of food underneath the bedding and add more when that's gone. You'll 

 also want to add more newspaper strips from time to time. Don't let the bin get too wet or 

 too dry. You'll know when everything is just right: The bin won't smell, and the worms will be 

 healthy and having babies. When you have lots of castings, scoop them out and add them to a 

 class garden. When you have plenty of worms, give some to other classes so they can start 

 their own worm bins!  It’s best to allow students to bring some of their lunch waste to the 

 bin and “feed” it to the worm bin a couple of times a week.  
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DO feed the worms...                                        

 Fruit and vegetable scraps  

 Crushed eggshells  

 Coffee grounds and teabags  

  

 DON'T feed the worms... 

 Meat or bones  

 Dairy products  

 Greasy things  

 Big servings all at once  

For answers to all your questions about worm composting, check out Worms Eat My Garbage by 

Mary Appelhof (Flower Press, 1997). 

Activity Two (Play “Go Pick”) 
3. Print out the “Go Pick” cards onto cardstock and cut out the cards.  Play Game “Go Pick”.  

The rules of this game are exactly like the card game, “Go Fish” except the cards are 

pictures of producers, consumers, and decomposers instead. Students play in groups of 3 or 

4.  Each student is dealt 7 cards and the remainder of the deck lays face down in the middle.  

Each student takes turns asking the person to their right if they have any producers, 

consumers or decomposers.  If that second student does, he or she gives the first student 

the card.  If the second student does not have the card, he or she says “go pick” and the 

first student draws one card from the center pile. When a student gets 4 of a kind, then he 

has that hand.  The winner is the one with the most hands. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/redirect.html?ie=UTF8&location=http%3A//www.amazon.com/Worms-Eat-My-Garbage-Composting/dp/0942256107&tag=nationalwildl-20&linkCode=ur2&camp=1789&creative=9325
http://www.houstonarboretum.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Go-pick-game-1st-2ndgrade1.pdf
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Cross-Curricular Activities  
 

Math: 
Go on an earthworm safari.  Take rulers with you.  Who found the longest worm?  The fastest 

worm?  The shortest worm?  Measure your worms and count how many segments each one has. Bring 

along a yardstick and see how many worms it takes to make a length of 12 inches, 24 inches or even 

36 inches.  Record these observations in science journals.  

 

Language Arts:  
Write a thank you letter to the naturalist or docent who led your walk during your field trip. Ask 

students to describe a favorite plant or animal and its habitat.  The address for the Houston 

Arboretum is 4501 Woodway Drive, Houston, TX  77024. 

 

Social Studies:   
Go on a litter patrol walk.  Take a walk on the school grounds or nearby park and collect all the 

litter that you can find.  When you return to the classroom, make a list of all types of litter found.  

Make predictions as to what materials will easily decompose and which ones will not decompose 

easily.  Make predictions on how long these materials take to decompose in a landfill.  Compare your 

results.  Click here for answers.  
 

 

http://www.houstonarboretum.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/When-will-these-things-decompose-wksht-second-grade.pdf

