The Dune System
Length:  15 minutes

Location:  Outdoors

Subject:  Science
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Materials: The Dunes System worksheet 

Objective:  To show various areas of dune system.  To show diversity of plants found in dunes.

Method:  Students will make observations of the dune parts then fill out worksheet with plants observed.

Background:  The dune system is the most unstable part of the barrier island.  Dunes respond to changing ocean levels, protecting the island from fluctuations.  Each layer of dunes helps protect and build the next layer.  

In between the primary dune line and the secondary dune line is the interdune meadow and freshwater slough.  Rainwater accumulates at the surface, creating a wetland.  This is an important source of fresh water for animals on the island.  Plants such as cattails grow there.  The meadow area in contrast is very arid.  Temperatures in the summer can soar as high as 120(F as the sun reflects off the sand crystals.  

Succession is evident on a trail from the beach toward the maritime forest.  The beach is devoid of obvious plant life.  The primary dunes have low growing vines, herbs and sea oats.  The interdune meadow supports cattails, arrowroot, wax myrtle and rushes in the fresh water slough, while the rest of the meadow has thistle and beach croton.  Along the secondary dune, shrubs and vines lead right into the maritime forest.

Procedure:  

- Review the formation of dunes.  Explain that the stability of the dunes is dependent on the amount of plant life (one reason walkways are restricted), sand supply, and weather.  Explain that plants hold the dunes by their root system.  Each plant is different but adapted for living in the environment.

- Hand out copies of the dune system worksheet.  Have students fill in the worksheet by writing the names of the plants they see in each section of the dune system.  Remind them to stay on the trail.

- Once the students are finished, compare answers.  Have them look at the types of plants found in each area.  Where are the tallest?  The lowest?  Where is the greatest diversity?

Evaluation:  Where is the toughest habitat to live in the dune system?  How can you tell by looking at the plants?  Where is the most protected?  Why?
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Answer Key - The Dune System

A - Shrub zone

thistle

Virginia creeper

greenbrier
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B - Interdune meadow

prickly pear cactus
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mullein

C - Freshwater slough

cattails
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wax myrtle

rushes

D - Primary dune

beach croton

wax myrtle

sea oats

E - Incipient dune
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