
Saint John’s Outdoor University Class Overview 
 

Plants 
 

Objective: Students will explore the characteristics of plants in three different habitats: prairie, 
wetland, and forest. Students will also compare the adaptations plants have in different habitats to 
obtain their basic needs (water, nutrients, sunlight, space, and air). Plant parts and their functions 
during life cycle stages will also be examined. Students will also learn how humans engineered the 
habitat restoration areas to help others study plants. 
 

Field Activities: 
Habitat Plant Experts: This activity will enable students to become a plant ‘expert’ in one of the three 
habitat areas (prairie, wetland, forest). The student experts will help the Arboretum staff explain which 
basic need in the habitat is difficult for the plants to obtain and common adaptations plants have in 
that habitat to obtain the basic need. 
Prairie Plant Parts Collection: This activity will allow students to explore the plants on the prairie, 
examine plant parts, and discover the adaptations that help plants obtain their basic needs. Students 
will collect plant parts in small groups, examine them with a magnifying glass, and then share their 
findings with the whole group. 
Wetland Plant Examination: This activity will allow students to examine collected plants from the 
wetland habitat. Plants that grow in different areas of the wetland, including emergent, floating, and 
submergent plants, will be included and students will discover the different plant adaptations. 
Forest Exploration: This activity will allow students to examine the forest habitat and the plants 
found in the different layers (canopy, understory, shrub, herb). Through self-directed exploration, 
students will become familiar with how to identify each forest layer and the plants found in each.  
Plant Survival Relay: This activity will allow students to discuss and learn about four of the basic 
needs of plants: water, nutrients, sunlight, and air. Students will play a game to gather all the needs 
of a plant in a specific habitat order to survive. 
Habitat Restoration Project: In this activity, students will learn how Saint John’s established the 
Habitat Restoration Project in order to restore the area back to natural prairie, wetland, and savanna 
habitat for the benefit of both the wildlife and humans. Engineered parts of the project, such as the 
trails and the floating boardwalk, will be explained through stories and photos. 
 

Key points and themes covered in each class: 
 All plants have adaptations to help obtain basic needs: water, nutrients, sunlight, and air 
 Plants in certain habitats have specific adaptations that enable the plants to obtain basic needs 

that are harder to get in that habitat 
 Prairie: long roots, hairs, narrow leaves, grow in clumps = get water 
 Wetland: waxy leaves, holes in stems and roots, shallow roots = get oxygen 
 Forest: flowers bloom in early spring, different forest layers (canopy, understory, shrub, and 

herb) = get sunlight and space 
 Plant parts and functions: roots, stem, leaves, flowers, seeds  
 Life cycle of a plant-adult plants make new plants (offspring) 
 The engineering behind the Habitat Restoration Project so people could learn  and enjoy it 
 How to explore appropriately and safely in nature  
 THEME: You are practicing to be botanists, or scientists that study plants 
 THEME: Plants have different ways to obtain their basic needs in their habitat 
 THEME: Different habitats provide basic needs to different plants 

 

Minnesota K-12 Academic Standards addressed during activities: 

Strand Code Benchmark 
SCIENCE   
1. The Nature of Science 
and Engineering 

2.1.2.2.3 Explain how engineered or designed items from everyday life benefit people. 

4. Life Science 2.4.1.1.1 Living things are diverse with many different observable characteristics. 
 2.4.2.1.1 Natural systems have many components that interact to maintain the system 
 2.4.3.1.1 Plants & animals undergo a series of orderly changes during their life cycles 


