Fungus Amongus
Lesson: Scientific Investigation field lesson 
Grade: 2nd, 3rd, 4th 

Topic: Scientific investigation and decomposers
Location: Potomac Gorge
Objectives
· Students will be able to identify mushrooms as decomposers.
· Students will be able to define the term “decomposer.”
· Students will be able to draw conclusions from observations in order to determine whether or not they have made correct hypotheses. 

Key Vocabulary
Scientific method - a system used by scientists to answer questions about the natural world.
Observation - receiving knowledge of the outside world through use of the five senses.

Hypothesis - an educated guess

Decomposer - living things whose job is to break down dead plants and animals.
Materials
Clipboards

“Results and Conclusions” data sheet (download from site)
Pencils

Magnifying glasses (optional)

Logs with mushrooms (optional) 
Mushroom photos (download from site)

Introduction
· What kind of scientists will we be on our field trip today? Mycologists! And what do mycologists study? Mushrooms!

· We used the scientific method to ask some questions about mushrooms. Who remembers what the two purposes were for this field trip? What are we trying to find out about while we’re here?
· Who remembers a hypothesis they came up with in the classroom about where mushrooms live or what they’re job in nature is?
Activities
Where do mushrooms live?

· Break the students into pairs. Give each pair a clipboard with a “Results and Conclusions” sheet and a pencil.
· As mycologists, your job today is to explore this natural area and observe mushrooms. Show students the mushroom photos to remind them that mushrooms don’t always look like the ones we see in the grocery store.
· What are some rules we should follow to ensure we don’t disturb the mushrooms we’re examining?
· Don’t try to move the mushrooms. Gently touching is ok, but no pulling, poking, or pushing on them. DO NOT PUT MUSHROOMS IN YOUR MOUTH!!!
· Look under, in, and on objects. Since we don’t know where mushrooms live we need to check even the tiniest crevices for them.
· Stay quiet – the mushrooms won’t mind the noise, but animals who share this space will.
· Record your observations on the sheets in the “results” category. You can write about what you observe or draw pictures or do both.
· Once students have finished their investigations you may want to take some time to talk about their findings. Some suggestions for discussion may include:
· What did they observe about the locations? Were they in sunny spots? How wet was the area? 
· Were they growing on objects like trees or out of the ground? What did they notice about the objects the mushrooms were growing on?
· Did they find mushrooms on healthy trees?
· Were the mushrooms all the same color? The same height? Did they all feel the same?
· What conclusions can students draw from their observations? Have they solved the answer to the first question, “where mushrooms live?” Was anyone’s hypothesis correct?
What do mushrooms do?

· While students are working, look for examples of logs that are still fairly intact and others that are falling apart. 
· Once everyone is finished with their own investigations, have students gather around the logs you found. We ask that you not move logs from place to place, as you may accidentally disturb or kill wildlife underneath. If you do move logs to examine what lies underneath, please gently return them to their original position once you are finished. 
· Let students explore the wood of these logs. What are some differences between these logs? 
· All of these logs were once parts of trees. Do you think some of them have been lying on the ground longer than others? Which ones? Why?
· On which logs are there more mushrooms? (The older ones.) If the students haven’t already, have them touch the older logs to see how easily they break apart.
· So the older logs that are falling apart have mushrooms on them, but the logs that were trees more recently don’t. Is it possible the mushrooms have something to do with these older logs breaking apart? Did anyone notice in your earlier observations if mushrooms were growing on living trees or just very old or dying trees?
· What conclusion can we draw from our observations? Mushrooms help break dead trees down into soil! 
· When a living thing breaks down, scientists say it is decomposing. So mushrooms (and all fungi) are decomposers. 
· Did anyone hypothesize that the main job of mushrooms is to decompose dead trees?
Reflections
· What’s a decomposer? What does it mean to decompose?
· Why would we want dead trees to decompose? What would happen if trees died and stayed on the forest floor forever?
· Where are mushrooms found? 
· What steps of the scientific method did we use today? Did your conclusions lead you to more questions?
