Habitats-Owl Pellets






NPES Panther Pete Science Lab – Grade 3  


	Purpose:

	The purpose of this lab is to investigate the concept of habitats and ecosystems by examining a physical remnant of an owl:  the owl pellet.  In this lab, students will:

· Dissect one complete pellet of the barn owl, Tyto alba.

· Identify the mammals whose skulls are found in the pellets.

· Identify individual bones and show where they belong in the mammalian skeleton.

· Describe the animal populations which provide prey for T. alba.

· Construct a food web with the owl at the highest trophic level.



	GPS Standards/Essential Questions:

	S3L1. Students will investigate the habitats of different organisms and the dependence of organisms on their habitat. 
a. Differentiate between habitats of Georgia (mountains, marsh/swamp, coast, Piedmont, Atlantic Ocean) and the organisms that live there. 

b. Identify features of green plants that allow them to live and thrive in different regions of Georgia. 

c. Identify features of animals that allow them to live and thrive in different regions of Georgia. 

d. Explain what will happen to an organism if the habitat is changed. 



	Lesson Plan:

	The lesson plan begins with an introduction by the Lab Coordinator. The students will divide into four groups and work in pairs on their owl pellet.  At the end of the lab, the Lab Coordinator will briefly review our conclusions.



	Teachers:

	Please divide students into four even lab groups (if possible)…students will work in pairs throughout the lab.  As a follow-up, a parent letter will be distributed to all of the teachers to go out in Thursday folder papers.


	Parent Volunteers:

	Please read this material, and arrive at the lab promptly to familiarize yourself with the experiment.  Your roll will be to ensure safety and assist the students as they complete the lab presented by the Lab Coordinator.  You will not be responsible for the class presentation, but it would be helpful if you read the information provided here before coming to the lab.



	Coordinator Introduction:

	Welcome students to the Panther Pete Science Lab.  Ask them to take a seat at one of the 4 lab tables.  Introduce yourselves and the parent volunteers.  This is a special time for you and our parent volunteers to investigate the exciting things you are learning in your classroom. 



	Brainstorming/Subject Review:

	Brainstorm with students… You are studying habitats and ecosystems in your classroom.  Let’s see what you can tell me about what you have learned: (Just use two or three of these questions as time allows.)

1. What is a habitat? (the place where an a living organism lives)

2. What are the major components of a habitat? (food, water, shelter)

3. In an ecosystem, all living organisms play a role (either producers or consumers, predators or prey).  What role would a barn owl play? (consumer/predator)

4. What does it mean if an animal is ‘nocturnal’? (it is most active at night)

5. What types of prey would a barn owl consume? (mice, moles, voles, insects)

6. What is a vole?  (a small rodent like a field mouse)

7. What does it mean to dissect something?  (to cut it apart in order to examine it)



	Key Instruction Points:

	In our lab today, you will investigate the habitat and ecosystem of the barn owl.  What is the barn owl’s natural habitat?  That’s right, a barn!  Since it feeds on small rodents, an agricultural or farm setting makes a great habitat!   Barn owls live on all continents except Antarctica.  

Today, you will work in pairs to dissect an owl pellet.  The owl pellet will reveal information about the barn owl’s eating habits, and therefore its habitat and ecosystem.  Owl pellets are masses are bones, teeth, hair, and feathers.  When an owl eats food, it digests the soft parts of its prey.  But the parts it cannot digest are regurgitated by the owl.  Barn owls feed in the early evening.  About 18-20 hours after they feed, they regurgitate a pellet that contains all the parts of its prey that it could not digest.  Yes, regurgitate means to cough up, kind of like a cat’s hair ball.

Owl pellets are actually ecosystems all on their own.  They provide food and shelter for communities of living organisms such as moths, carpet beetles and fungi.  You may find black spheres in your owl pellet about the size of a period (.).  These are the droppings of caterpillars that will metamorphose in the owl pellet into a moth!

Now we are going to get ready to dissect our owl pellets.   Please keep in mind that this is ‘live’ science, not a staged experiment.  What you find in your owl pellet is a direct result of your owl’s behavior 18-24 hours before the pellet was created.  No two pairs of students will come up with the same result…that’s what makes science exploration so exciting!!


	Center Description:  

	Explain to students that on their paper plate is an owl pellet.  Tell students that while this actually came from an owl, it has been medically sanitized so that it cannot spread any germs to them.  

Point out the different dissecting tools available to the students…two different types of forceps and a needle probe.  Emphasize that these are dissecting tools are sharp and should be used with care and only be used on the owl pellet…they should not poke, point or probe any of these tools at another student.  They may wear gloves if they prefer.

Tell students to carefully begin prying their owl pellet apart.  It is helpful if the center leader gently breaks the pellet into two pieces to start the process. They should record anything they observe in their owl pellet (hair, feathers, bones, etc).  Anything recognizable, such as bones, feathers or hair, should be placed off to the side of their plate.  Try to clean these objects free of debris as much as possible to make them easier to identify.  Students may examine things more closely with the magnifiers.

Give students about 30-40 minutes to probe their pellets.  Once they have picked them thoroughly apart, ask them to begin to record their observations and answer the questions on their student worksheets:

· the number and species of prey animals found in the pellets (use the charts to identify them)

· the skeletal parts of mammals found in the pellets

· any clues about the barn owl ecosystem they find in their owl pellet

· any thoughts or conclusions they have about barn owl habits, ecosystems, food webs, etc.



	Conclusion:

	During the last five minutes, the Lab Coordinator will review what the students observed in their owl pellet dissections.  Ask each table to share 1 or 2 of the most interesting ‘finds’ they discovered in their owl pellets.

Give the teacher a plastic bowl with lid.  If desired, each center table may select 1 or 2 bone samples to bring back to the classroom for display.  Note:  Students are NOT permitted to take any bones or pellet remnants home with them for safety reasons.




	Lab Materials:

	Owl Pellets:  1 for every 2 students (buy the large or jumbo pellets if students are to share)

Dissection Trays (Paper Plates):  1 for every 2 students

Dissection Tool Sets:  2 forceps, 1-2 needle probes (1 set for every 2 students)

Non-Latex Gloves (students can wear these, if desired)
Charts:  Owl pellet prey bone chart and food web chart (posted at front of room and at centers)

1 Plastic Bowl with Lid: for each teacher (to take bone samples back to the classroom)

Hand-held Magnifiers (one for every 1-2 students).

Student Worksheets




	Set Up Instructions:


Note:  In this lab, students will stay at the same table throughout the duration of the lab (there will be no center switching).  You might want to be sure that parent volunteers are placed at a table with their child.  Students will be divided into pairs and work on dissecting owl pellets together.  This helps to ensure that each pellet is dissected thoroughly and that students take the time to try to identify the contents of their pellets.

At each table, place: 


- Clipboard w/ Center Leader Instructions and copy of the owl pellet bone chart

- 6 clipboards with student worksheet attached


- 6 pencils


- 6 pairs of non-latex gloves (can be worn if desired)


- 3-6 hand-held magnifiers


- 3 dissection trays (paper plates).  Each tray should contain:

· 1 owl pellet wrapped in aluminum foil

· 2 pairs of forceps (1 curved, 1 straight)

· 1-2 needle probes

On the front board, hang the owl pellet prey bone chart and the food web chart (copies should also be available at each center).

Have 1 plastic bowl with lid at the front table for the teacher to collect specimens to take back to the classroom.
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