Salt Marsh Food Web Activity: Who Am I?

Instructions

In this activity students will learn about organisms that live in a salt marsh, how these organisms
interact with each other, and how energy is transferred through the ecosystem. Using the
descriptions below, make several sets of index cards for your students to use, as well as a “teacher
set” for yourself. The student sets will only contain a brief description of the organism and a
blank space for the students to write what they think the organism is (Example 1). Students will
then organize the cards into a food web, using arrows to point in the direction energy is
transferred. The teacher set will also include a brief description of the organism, in addition to its
name and a picture of the organism (Example 2). This set will be used at the end of the activity to
demonstrate the correct organization of the food web and facilitate class discussion. Additional
organisms may be added to the ones provided. Students do not need to write the specific species
of each organism. For example: writing “snail” for the marsh periwinkle card is sufficient.

Example 1: Student Card Layout

My ability to survive in salty
environments makes me the dominant
plant of the low marsh zone. I grow and
change color with the seasons, and when I
die, I help form an organic material called
detritus. What am 1?

Example 2: Teacher Card Layout (Front) Example 3: Teacher Card Layout (Back)

My ability to survive in salty Smooth cordgrass
environments makes me the dominant
plant of the low marsh zone. I grow and
change color with the seasons, and when
I die, I help form an organic material
called detritus. What am 1?

Smooth cordgrass or Spartina

alterniflora
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Descriptions

Description Organism

Image

My ability to survive in
salty environments
makes me the dominant

plant of the low marsh Smooth cordgrass

1 dch
zome. 2 grow and change (Spartina alterniflora)

color with the seasons,
and when I die, I help
form an organic material
called detritus.

Ilive in along, gray shell
alongside dozens of
other organisms just like
me, forming a reef. We

are a keystone species Eastern Oyster
because we filter (Crassostrea virginica)
particles out of the water
and create important
habitats for a variety of
fish and invertebrates.

I am a small organism
that lives in a pointed
shell. I feed on detritus

lgae, I
and algae, and [am an Marsh Periwinkle

important decomposer
P P (Littoraria irrorata)

in the salt marsh
ecosystem. My major
predator is the blue crab.
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I am nearly transparent
and am only around 2
inches in size. I have
many legs and two very
tiny claws. I like to live
in tidal creeks where I
can feed on algae and
detritus. I am food for a
variety of fish that also
live in the tidal creeks.

Grass Shrimp
(Palaemonetes vulgaris)

I have five pairs of legs
and two large claws, and
I can walk on land as
well as swim. I must
periodically shed my
exoskeleton in order to
grow. I like to eat snails,
clams, worms, shrimp,
and small fish, but I am
consumed by larger fish,
mammals, and birds.

Blue Crab
(Callinectes sapidus)

I live in the tidal creeks
of salt marshes where I
feed on worms, small
shrimps, and insects.
Members of my species
like to gather in large
groups called schools,
and we occasionally
travel to deeper waters in
the estuary. I am an
important food source
for birds, crabs, and
mammals.

Mummichog
(Fundulus heteroclitus)
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While I do not normally
live in the salt marsh, it
is possible to find me
there. I have a flat body
that is usually gray in
color, and a long tail
with a venomous spine
attached to it. I like to
live on the bottoms of
creeks and estuaries
where I can hunt for
shrimp, crab, small fish,
oysters, and clams. My
major predators are
sharks and large fish.

Atlantic Stingray
(Dasyatis sabina)

I like to live in warm
estuaries and
occasionally travel into
tidal creeks. Unlike bony
fish, my skeleton is made
of cartilage, which is the
same material your ear
lobes are made of. I can
grow up to 4 feet in
length and I have a
dorsal fin that tends to
poke out of the water. I
like to eat crab, shrimp,
and small fish.

Bonnethead Shark
(Sphyrna tiburo)
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I have a long, cylindrical
body with a tail, brown
fur, and whiskers. My
webbed feet make me an
excellent swimmer. I
spend most of my time
in or around water
where I prey on crayfish,
crabs, fish, turtles, and
aquatic birds.

North American River

Otter
(Lontra canadensis)

I have four legs and a
hard shell I can retract
into in case of danger. I

am the only species of
my kind found in North

American estuaries,
where I like to eat snails,
worms, crabs, and clams.

Raccoons and birds are

my major predators.

Diamondback Terrapin
(Malaclemys terrapin)

I am a large reptile with
a broad head and sharp
teeth. I like to live in
coastal wetlands, and
although I prefer
freshwater, I occasionally
hunt for food in salt
marshes. I am an apex
predator and I like to eat
birds, deer, raccoons,
and crab.

American Alligator
(Alligator
mississippiensis)
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I have a band of black
fur around my eyes that
resembles a mask. I live

throughout South
Carolina and will travel
into salt marshes in
search of food. I am an
omnivore, and will eat
clams, frogs, turtles, and
bird eggs, as well as
berries and acorns.

Racoon
(Procyon Iotor)

I am a microscopic plant
organism that exists in
both fresh and salt water.
I am a producer and I
help form the base of the
aquatic food chain.

Phytoplankton

I am one of the largest of
my kind on the east
coast of the United

States. I like to nest in
coastal areas away from
the high tide and
predatory mammals like
raccoons. I only eat fish
which I scoop up with
my long bill and pouch.

Brown Pelican
(Pelecanus occidentalis)

I have long legs and large
feet which help me
traverse the salt marsh. I
like to build my nest
near the water, but
despite living in the salt
marsh, I am nocturnal
and secretive. I like to eat

shrimp, crab, and fish.

Clapper Rail
(Rallus longirostris)
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Arrow Indicating Transfer of Energy:
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