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Overview: This activity introduces a suite of organisms 
that live in forests and shrublands (chaparral) of the 
Sierra Nevada. Each student “adopts” an organism, learns 
about its characteristics and its relationship to fire, and 
gives a 1- to 2-minute presentation on it to the class – 
complete with a mask, costume, or puppet (alternative 
ways to present the information: poster, computer 
presentation, written abstract).  
 
Goal: Increase students’ understanding of ecological 
communities and biodiversity by learning about some of 
the plants, animals, and fungi that live in forests and 
shrublands of the Sierra Nevada.   
 
Objectives:  

• Students can prepare a mask, costume, or puppet (or use other media) and then give a 1- to 
2-minute presentation to the class that describes the biology of their “character” and its 
relationship to fire.  

• Students can recognize several characteristics of organisms: their kingdom, family or life-
form, way(s) of obtaining energy, and typical responses to fire.  
 

8. Who Lives Here?  
Adopting a Plant, Animal, or Fungus 
“Working Trees” Jeopardy-style Game 

Subjects: Science, Reading, 
Speaking and Listening, Art 

Duration: 1-2 class periods for 
student preparation, 1-2 
minutes each for presentations 

Group size: Whole class 

Setting: Classroom 

New FireWorks vocabulary: 
biodiversity, chaparral, 
community, herb, kingdom, 
organism 

ABOUT SCHEDULING PRESENTATIONS: It may be helpful to spread the student presentations 
over several class periods, 2-3 at a time. Make sure they are done by the time you start Activity 
E14, in which students learn about community dynamics and succession in a Sierra Nevada 
forest burned by wildland fire.  
 
You may want to schedule the presentation on Baker cypress right before you do Activity E11. 
Recipe for a Baker cypress grove.  
 
You may want to schedule the presentations about herbs, shrubs, and quaking aspen right 
before you do Activity E12. Buried Treasure: Underground Parts that Help Plants Survive Fire.  
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Standards:   1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 
 CCSS Speaking/Listening  1,2,3,4,5,6 1,2,3,4,5,6 1,2,3,4,6 1,4 1,4 
 Reading 2,7 2,7 2,4,7 2,4,7 2,4,7 

NGSS 
Interdependent 
Relationships Ecosystems   LS2.A LS2.C,D     

  
Matter and Energy in 
Organisms and Ecosystems     LS4.D   LS2.A 

EEEGL Strand 1 E,F E,F 
  Strand 2.2 A, C,D A, C, D 

 
Teacher background: Different kinds of plants and animals have different needs. Some plants grow 
well only in sunny openings, for example, while some grow well in shade and others require special 
soil conditions or large amounts of water. Different species that live in the Sierra Nevada have 
different ways to live, grow, reproduce, survive fires, and thrive after fires. The traits (“adaptations”) 
that help them persist in habitats that burn are sometimes specific to a certain kind of fire, so 
changes in the kinds of fire or the frequency of fire may make life difficult for the organism.  
In this activity, students teach each other about some of the species that live in Sierra Nevada lower 
and upper montane forests and shrublands. Each student “adopts” a plant, animal, or fungus, 
prepares a mask, puppet, or costume, and presents his or her organism to the class (alternative 
ways to present the information: poster, computer presentation, written abstract).  Students use 
the short essays in the Elementary-level FireWorks Encyclopedia to learn about their organisms. 
Each student presentation should address the organism’s habitat, its sources of energy, and its ways 
to survive and/or thrive after fire.  
 
Additional information is in the Middle School FireWorks Curriculum (FireWorks 
Encyclopedia_Older grades.pdf). Technical background is also available in the literature syntheses 
of the Fire Effects Information System (https://www.feis-crs.org/feis/). 
 
Materials and Preparation:  

• Decide how to assign species to students, one per student. You can let them choose or 
decide yourself ahead of time.  

• Print 1 copy of Table E08-1: Species assignments from the FireWorks Encyclopedia. Use this 
list to record the species assigned to each student. The table contains 40 species; if you do 
not need that many, we suggest you start with those shown in bold print, because these are 
used in Activity E14 – Story Time, the story of succession and fire in Sierra Nevada montane 
communities. 

• Elementary-level FireWorks Encyclopedia (FireWorks Encyclopedia_Younger grades.pdf) – 
either the looseleaf binder in the trunk, or electronic copies of pages for students to use 

• Art supplies for masks, puppets, or costumes 
 

https://www.feis-crs.org/feis/
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Procedure: 

1. Provide background by leading discussion:  

• A community is a group of living things that share something. We talk about being “members 
of a community.” What communities are we members of? (Our family, our class, our school, 
our town, our county; perhaps a neighborhood, sports team, club, or church)  

• Not all of members of these communities are people. What other organisms (plants, 
animals, fungi, micro-organisms) live in our communities? (Pets, farm animals, house plants, 
garden and farm plants, insects, spiders, earthworms, “germs”…) There’s a lot of biodiversity 
(variety of species) in human communities! 

• Wildlands have communities too – all the living things that live in a certain kind of habitat.  
Can you think of some organisms that live in the wildland communities of our mountains, 
the Sierra Nevada? 

• We’re going to learn about some members of the Sierra Nevada communities and their 
relationships with fire. We’ll only learn about a few of them though. There’s a lot of 
biodiversity in our wildlands. In all of California, there are about 6,000 species of plants, 200 
species of mammals, and 540 species of birds. And that doesn’t even include insects, fungi, 
or micro-organisms!  

2. Explain the assignment: Each student will “adopt” an organism that lives in forests or shrublands 
of the Sierra Nevada. He or she will: 

• Learn about the organism from the essay in the elementary-level FireWorks Encyclopedia. 

• Prepare a mask, costume, or puppet to use in a short presentation to teach the class about 
the organism (alternative ways to present the information: poster, computer presentation, 
written abstract). 

• Give a 1- to 2-minute presentation on the organism that includes a basic description of the 
organism and its needs, what its habitat is like, the kind(s) of fire that occur there, and how it 
deals with fire. 

 
Assessment: Have students give their 1-2 minute presentations to the class. After all presentations, 
have students remain “in character” with their mask, costume, or puppet for the “Walk Your Talk” 
activity (below). Solutions for each prompt in the activity are listed in Table E08-02 below. 
 
Explain to students: We’ll review all of our organisms using a “Walk Your Talk” activity. I’ll ask you 
to move to a special place or step forward, depending the answers to my prompts.  
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Walk Your talk – what kingdom are you in? 

1. Explain: Living things are grouped according to their kingdoms. We have been studying 
organisms in three kingdoms – plants, animals, and fungi. (Designate a space in the 
classroom for each kingdom.) Everyone, go to your kingdom! 

 

Walk your talk - what kind of organism are you? (After each prompt below, go through the 
following types of organisms. Have each “organism” announce his/her species name, and have the 
rest of the class repeat it out loud. When all have finished, have those organisms step back.)  

2. Mammals, take 2 steps forward1.  

3. Birds, take 2 steps forward. 

4. Insects, take 2 steps forward. 

5. Amphibians, take 2 steps forward. 

6. Trees, take 2 steps forward. 

7. Shrubs, take 2 steps forward. 

8. Explain: Grasses, sedges, and wildflowers are all called herbs (pronounced “ERBS”). Herbs, 
take 2 steps forward. 

 

Walk your talk – how do you earn your living? (After each prompt, go through the organisms one 
by one. Have each “organism” be introduced by the organism on his/her right, and have the rest of 
the class repeat it out loud. After all have finished, have those organisms step back.) 

9. If you get your energy from sunlight, take 2 steps forward. 

10. If you get your energy from plant tissues, take 2 steps forward.  

11. If you get your energy from animal tissues, take 2 steps forward.  

 

Walk your talk – how do you deal with fire? (After each prompt, go through the organisms one by 
one. Have each “organism” be introduced by the organism on his/her left, and have the rest of the 
class repeat it out loud. After all have finished, have those organisms step back.) 

12. If you can survive a fire by moving away or moving underground, take 2 steps forward. 

13. If you can survive a fire by staying right where you are, take 2 steps forward.  

14. If your top is killed by fire but your underground parts survive, take 2 steps forward. 

                                                           
1 You can vary the “stepping forward” part by adding a different motion each time, such as turning around, raising their 
arms, walking backwards, jumping, etc. 
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15. If you might die in a fire but your offspring will thrive afterward, take 2 steps forward. 

16. If you do not do well after fire and stay away from burned areas, take 2 steps forward. 

17. If you don’t know how fire affects you, take 2 steps forward. 

18. If you like crown fires better than surface fires, take 2 steps forward. (Be flexible in 
responses to this one, since many organisms have very effective ways to respond to both 
surface and crown fires. The organisms that definitely should respond to this prompt are 
listed in the answer key (Table E08-2). 

19. If you like surface fires better than crown fires, take 2 steps forward. (Be flexible on this one 
too. See the answer key.) 

20. If the forest, shrubland, or grassland in your home has ever experienced a wildland fire, take 
2 steps forward. (This should include everyone! At this point, go around the circle and have 
the whole class say the name of each organism.) 

 
 
Evaluation: Excellent Fair Needs Improvement 
Presentation -Presentation was 1-2 

minutes in length. 
-Student prepared a visual 
component using 
considerable effort and 
creativity. 
-Student provided a basic 
and accurate description 
of organism and its needs, 
community type where it 
lives, the kind(s) of fire 
that occur there, and how 
it deals with fire. 

-Presentation was over 
or under 1-2 minutes. 
-Student prepared 
visual component. 
-Student’s basic 
descriptions of 
organism, community 
type, and fires were 
inaccurate or missing 
important information. 
 

-Presentation was greatly over 
or under 1-2 minutes. 
-Student did not prepare 
visual component or put 
minimal effort into preparing 
it. 
-Basic information was 
missing or largely inaccurate.  
 

Classification 
exercise 

Student gave correct 
information in exercise. 

Student gave mostly 
correct information in 
exercise. 

Student gave mostly incorrect 
information or did not 
participate in exercise. 
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Table E08-1:  Species assignments from the FireWorks Encyclopedia  
Organism Student Name  Organism Student Name 
American black bear2   Sierra gooseberry  

Annosum root rot   Sierra lodgepole pine   

Baker cypress   Sticky whiteleaf manzanita   

Bark beetles   Sugar pine   

Black fire beetle   Wavyleaf soap plant  

Black-backed woodpecker   Webber’s milkvetch  

Bracken fern   Western gray squirrel  

California black oak3   Western wood-pewee  

California red fir4   White fir3  

California spotted owl   White pine blister rust  

Canyon live oak2   Yellow star thistle  

Cheatgrass     

Deer brush     

Deer mouse      

Douglas-fir3     

Dusky-footed woodrat     

Fisher      

Fox sparrow     

Incense-cedar     

Jeffrey pine     

Mariposa lily     

Mountain lion     

Mountain whitethorn      

Mountain yellow-legged frogs     

Mule deer     

Northern goshawk     

Ponderosa pine      

Quaking aspen     

Ross's sedge     

                                                           
2 Bold-face print indicates species that are used in Activity E14 - Story Time. If you do not need all 40 species listed 
here, give priority to these species so students can relate to them when they hear the story of fire and succession in Sierra 
Nevada montane communities. 
3 California black oak and Canyon live oak could be combined, as they are in Story Time. 
4 Douglas-fir, California red fir, and white fir could be combined, as they are in Story Time. 
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Table E08-2: Teacher's Key to "Walk your Talk" Activity 
Organism Kingdom Group Energy source Response to fire Fire type 

American black bear Animal Mammal Animals, Plants Move  
Annosum root rot Fungus Fungus Plants Stay or Don't know  
Baker cypress Plant Tree Sunlight Reproduce Crown 
Bark beetles Animal Insect Plants Reproduce  
Black fire beetle Animal Insect Plants Reproduce Crown 
Black-backed woodpecker Animal Bird Animals  Move Crown 
Bracken fern Plant Herb Sunlight Sprout  
California black oak Plant Tree Sunlight Stay, Sprout Surface 
California red fir  Plant Tree Sunlight Stay Surface 
California spotted owl Animal bird Animals  Move Surface 
Canyon live oak Plant Tree Sunlight Sprout  
Cheatgrass Plant Herb Sunlight Reproduce  
Deer brush Plant Shrub Sunlight Sprout, Reproduce  
Deer mouse  Animal Mammal Plants Stay  
Douglas-fir Plant Tree Sunlight Stay Surface 
Dusky-footed woodrat Animal Mammal Plants Move  
Fisher  Animal Mammal Animals  Move  
Fox sparrow Animal Bird Plants Move  
Incense-cedar Plant Tree Sunlight Stay Surface 
Jeffrey pine Plant Tree Sunlight Stay Surface 
Mariposa lily Plant Herb Sunlight Sprout, Reproduce  
Mountain lion Animal Mammal Animals  Move  
Mountain whitethorn  Plant Shrub Sunlight Sprout, Reproduce  
Mountain yellow-legged 
frogs Animal Amphibian Animals, Plants Don't know 

 

Mule deer Animal Mammal Plants Move  
Northern goshawk Animal Bird Animals  Move Surface 
Ponderosa pine  Plant Tree Sunlight Stay Surface 
Quaking aspen Plant Tree Sunlight Sprout  
Ross's sedge Plant Herb Sunlight Sprout  
Sierra gooseberry Plant Shrub Sunlight Sprout, Reproduce  
Sierra lodgepole pine Plant Tree Sunlight Reproduce, Stay  
Sticky whiteleaf manzanita  Plant Shrub Sunlight Reproduce  
Sugar pine  Plant Tree Sunlight Stay Surface 
Wavyleaf soap plant Plant Herb Sunlight Sprout, Reproduce  
Webber’s milkvetch Plant Herb Sunlight Don't know  
Western gray squirrel Animal Mammal Plants Move  
Western wood-pewee Animal Bird Plants Move  
White fir  Plant Tree Sunlight Stay Surface 
White pine blister rust Fungus Fungus Plants Reproduce  
Yellow star thistle Plant Herb Sunlight Reproduce  
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