
Wyoming's Least Wanted:

Invasive Species

Alien invaders have long been the subject

of scary sci-fi movies and novels. While

they might be based on pure imagination,

invasive species, or plants and animals

that are non-native to an area and cause

ecological harm, are a real threat to

Wyoming's beautiful flora and fauna.

Invasive species can range from seeds

hitchhiking on boot bottoms and animal

feed, to mussels clinging to bilge water

tanks in boats or hidden in aquarium

plants purchased at a local store. These

organisms are as fascinating as they are

damaging, and through these activities

students will get to understand the threats

that invasive species pose, why they are

so good at invading, and what we can do

to prevent invasive species from entering

our state.

- Invasive Species Tag
lesson plan and
materials

-The Extreme Invader
lesson plan and
materials

-Web in Action lesson
plan and materials

- Clean, Drain, Dry
relay race lesson plan
and materials

Background Information

IN THIS BOOTH
BOX:



Digital
Resources

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GB761JxwE68
AIS Check Stations Video

A close call with AIS

Mudsnails Work in the Wild

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bjBoQEvQwuo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NPis228k5cs

https://wgfd.wyo.gov/WGFD/media/content/Education/Expo_Ho
me/Around-WY_-Invasives.pdf

https://wgfd.wyo.gov/WGFD/media/content/Education/Expo_Ho
me/AIS-Field-Journal.pdf

AIS Field Journal

Wild Times: Preventing Invasive Species article

Wyoming's Least Wanted:

Invasive Species

https://wgfd.wyo.gov/WGFD/media/content/Educati
on/Expo_Home/Field-Journal_-Invasives.pdf

Non-native or Invasive?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GB761JxwE68
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bjBoQEvQwuo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NPis228k5cs
https://wgfd.wyo.gov/WGFD/media/content/Education/Expo_Home/Around-WY_-Invasives.pdf
https://wgfd.wyo.gov/WGFD/media/content/Education/Expo_Home/AIS-Field-Journal.pdf
https://wgfd.wyo.gov/WGFD/media/content/Education/Expo_Home/Field-Journal_-Invasives.pdf


Wyoming's Least
Wanted Return
Checklist
PLEASE PACKAGE IN
BOX AND RETURN

PLEASE KEEP OR
DISPOSE

All name tags
Powerpoint
Any unused paper or worksheets
Colored pencils
Ball of string
Toy watercraft
Buckets and towels
Clean, drain, dry trivia sheet
Dish soap container
Teacher Guide

Anything broken or damaged
beyond repair, or used paper



Introduction

Time: 20 minutes

Summary: Students will have fun

and actively participate in

modeling the properties that

make invasive species so

challenging to manage!

INVASIVE SPECIES TAG
Wyoming's Least Wanted: Invasive Species

Materials

Native species name tags

Invasive species name tags

Outdoor area or gymnasium

Ask students to think about their favorite animal. Now, what would happen if

their favorite animal was accidentally moved to a new place. Would it

survive? Probably not. But a few animals are so adept at survival and can

live in many different places, that they just might survive!

Now, this might sound like a good thing, but sometimes those animals (or

plants) can become an invasive species. An invasive species is one that is

not native to an ecosystem and causes harm. This harm can be due to out

competing native species, eating native species, reproducing too quickly, or

degrading the habitat. 

In this activity, students will get to have fun playing tag, while also modeling

some of the effects that invasive species can have in Wyoming's ecosystems!



Give each student a tag (hang around neck) with the picture and name of

a different native species - written in black. Set a boundary around the tag

area. 

Round 1: Have students stay in the boundary and play a normal game of tag

where one person is it. 

Round 2: After one round of play, give one student a new tag with an

invasive species on it. These species' names are written in red.  Since there

is an invasive species now in the environment, the rules have changed. 

 Have them move to a new smaller area or shrink the boundaries, and

explain that invasive species compete with native species for space, so

now there is less room for them to run around 

Round 3: Switch invasive tags so that a new student has them.  Explain that

the chaser is allowed to run because invasive species tend to grow very

fast and everyone else now has to walk.

Round 4: Give three students an invasive tag so there are three invasive

chasers. Explain that invasive species reproduce rapidly so there are a lot

more of them than native species.

Activity:

Reflection & Wrap Up:

Ask students to reflect on each round of tag. How did each round simulate

something different about invasive species? What makes invasive species

bad for the environment? How can humans help stop the spread of invasive

species?



IOWA DARTER

LEOPARD FROG



PAINTED TURTLE

FAT MUCKET



RIVER OTTER

CUTTHROAT 
TROUT



STARWORT

CALICO CRAYFISH



FINGERNAIL CLAM

DRAGONFLY



OSPREY

POND SNAIL



STONECAT

WYOMING TOAD



SHOVELNOSE 
SURGEON

FLATHEAD CHUB



BOREAL CHORUS FROG

PLAINS 
SPADEFOOT



PALE MILKSNAKE

SMOOTH GREENSNAKE



ZEBRA MUSSEL

SNAKEHEAD



SILVER CARP

ASIAN CLAM



HYDRILLA

RUSTY CRAYFISH



SPOTTED KNAPWEED

LEAFY SPURGE



Introduction

Time: 45 minutes

Summary: During this activity,

students will apply their

knowledge of biology and

information provided about

aquatic invasive species to design

an extreme aquatic invader.

EXTREME INVADER
Wyoming's Least Wanted: Invasive Species

 

adapted from Oregon Sea Grant

Materials

Powerpoint or Print outs from

Powerpoint

access powerpoint on

Expo@Home website

Large butcher paper or

posterboard

Markers, pencils, other craft

supplies

Either use the provided Powerpoint to show students examples of Aquatic

Invasive Species or the Powerpoint print outs. As you go through the

pictures, ask students if they have heard of any of these species. They

probably have!

Additionally, ask students to brainstorm what makes invasive species so

successful and harmful to the environment. Invasive species' characteristics

include:

- Prolific

- Experience rapid growth

- Mature early

- Adaptable

- Ability to spread



For the activity, split students into groups of 4 or 5. Their task is to design,

draw, or build an extreme invader. They should be creative, and use their

knowledge of invasive species to think of something new!

Allow students 20 or so minutes to plan and draw their extreme invader.

Attached is a student sheet with questions they can answer to help guide

their design process. Feel free to hand it out to students or just ask the

students the questions as they work through their creation.

Some things to have the class think about:

How did it get here?

How does it reproduce?

What is it capable of doing to make it invasive?

What does it look like? (Draw a sketch or build a 3D replica) 

Where does it live?

What does it eat? 

What eats it?

Where does it come from?

What would you name it?

Activity:

Reflection & Wrap Up:

Have the groups share their extreme invader in a short, 1 - 2 minute

presentation. Have them describe why their invader is unique, what are

some of it's key characteristics, how these characteristics help it, and can it

be stopped or controlled?



Handout: Build an Extreme Aquatic Invader

DESIGN, DRAW, AND DESCRIBE YOUR EXTREME INVADER

Instructions:

Use your knowledge of biology, ecology, and aquatic invasive species to build an extreme invader.  

 

How did it get here?

 

 

How does it reproduce?

 

 

What is it capable of doing to make it invasive?

 

 

What does it look like? (Draw a sketch or 3D model using materials provided) 

 

 

Where does it live?

 

 

What does it eat? 

 

 

What eats it?

 

 

Where does it come from?

 

 

What would you name it?

 

Follow-up questions:

 Why is your invader unique?

 

 

  What are some of its key characteristics?

 

 

  How do these characteristics help it?

 

 

  Can you invader be stopped or controlled?





The Extreme Invader



 Zebra/Quagga (Dreissena)

 Rusty Crayfish

 New Zealand Mudsnail

 Asian Clam 

 Asian Carp

 Brook Stickleback 

 Snakehead

ANIMALS PLANTS

 Eurasian Watermilfoil

 Hydrilla

 Curly Pondweed

 Non-native organisms that cause harm when introduced

Aquatic Invasive Species



Invasive Characteristics
PROLIFIC

 Single mussel 

• Up to 1 million eggs/year

• Over 35,000 per square meter

 Snakehead

• 15,000 eggs per spawn

• Can spawn up to 5 times/year

10,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000



Invasive Characteristics
PROLIFIC

 New Zealand Mudsnails

• Female clones

• Over 300,000 per square meter

 Silver Carp 

• Up to 1 million eggs

• Over 4,000 lbs/mile



Invasive Characteristics
RAPID GROWTH

 Eurasian Watermilfoil

• Up to 1 foot per week

 Hydrilla

• Up to 1 inch/day

 Silver Carp 

• Up to 15 inches in first year



Invasive Characteristics
EARLY MATURITY

 Zebra/Quagga mussels 

• As early as one month

 Snakehead 

• At age 2 to 3

 Silver Carp 

• At age 3 to 4



Invasive Characteristics
ADAPTABLE

 Snakehead

• Live out of water for up to 4 days

• Breathe air-gills/primitive lungs

 Silver Carp 

• Low oxygen levels

• Large temperature changes

 Hydrilla 

• Live in deeper water than natives



Invasive Characteristics
ABILITY TO SPREAD

 Zebra/Quagga mussels

• Attach with byssal threads

• Moved as larvae in water

 New Zealand Mudsnails

• Attach to plants or gear

• Move in mud on gear



Zebra and Quagga Mussel
Distribution 1986-2019

https://nas.er.usgs.gov/queries/SpeciesAni

matedMap.aspx?speciesID=5

https://nas.er.usgs.gov/queries/SpeciesAnimatedMap.aspx?speciesID=5


Build an Extreme Invader
 At your Table

 Design, describe, and create the characteristics of   
your extreme aquatic invader

• Be creative
• Use your imagination
• Use your knowledge of invasive species
• Think of something new!



Remember Invasive 
Characteristics 

 Prolific 

 Early Maturity 

 Adaptable 

 Ability to Spread

 Rapid Growth  



Share your Extreme Invader
 Each team makes 3 minute 
presentation

• Why is your invader 
unique?

• What are some of its key 
characteristics

• How do these 
characteristics help it?

• Can your invader be 
stopped or controlled?



Aquatic Invader Examples 





Introduction:

Time: 20 minutes

Summary: Students will model

the impacts that invasive species

have on a food web.

WEB IN ACTION
Wyoming's Least Wanted: Invasive Species

 

Materials

Food web name tags

Ball of string

Hand out a food web name tag to each student. For this first round,

make sure to only pass out native species, and make sure there is an

even distribution of cards (D = decomposer, 1 = producer, 2 = primary

consumer, 3 = secondary consumer, 4 = tertiary or top consumer).

Have students them turn and talk to their neighbor about what role

they think they play in a Wyoming ecosystem (predator, prey, producer,

consumer, etc). Additionally, have students discuss if they have ever

seen this plant or animal before.

Activity:

Gather everyone in a circle. Explain that the string will represent the

connections between different plants and animals. As the teacher, you

will represent the sun. While holding on to the end of the string, toss

the ball of yarn to someone with a "1" (producer). They should then hold

on to part of the yarn, and toss the ball to someone with a "2", then

"3", then "4", then "D", and then back to "1" again.



Reflection & Wrap Up:

This pattern will continue until every student is holding a piece of the

string. Hold up the web so students can see the interconnectedness of

each species. 

Talk about the importance of the sun and how plants need the sun to

grow. What would happen if the sun did not shine anymore? (dark,

cold, no wind, no plants). 

Have all students stand still.

Tug your part of the string as the sun, and tell them that when they

feel the tug, they should begun to tug gently until the whole web

shakes.

Discuss the importance of other connections, not just the sun.  Have

someone gently tug on the web.  When students feel the tug, they

gently tug and call out the name of the plant or animal they represent.

Discuss what an invasive species is and how they can impact a food

web.  Choose a card with an invasive species and ask students what

they think this new species might do to the food web.  Change the

plant/animal from one student and give them the invasive species

card.  Have the students look at the connections from the new species

to the others in the web.  Ask the student to let go of the string and

then have the other students pull gently on the string.  

After a few different students have had a chance at being the invasive

species, as students to reflect on the impact they have on an entire

ecosystem. Ask students to think about other impacts that aren't shown

in this model - like how invasive species then impact humans,

recreation, water quality, and more!



Introduction:

Time: 30 minutes

Summary: Students will learn

about how to prevent the spread

of invasive species through

watercraft.

CLEAN, DRAIN, DRY RELAY
RACE

Wyoming's Least Wanted: Invasive Species
 

Materials
Toy watercraft

Clean, drain, dry trivia sheet

Bucket, towels, water, and soap

Black pepper to represent debris

Ask students to share any experiences they have had with having their

watercraft inspected for AIS (aquatic invasive species) by WGFD staff.

If no one has experienced this, feel free to share this quick video to

give students some helpful background information:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GB761JxwE68

Activity:

Begin by watching this video that details how to clean, drain, and dry a

watercraft, created by Texas Parks and Wildlife:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4jhz0KjNgdU

After reviewing the principles of clean, drain, dry, set up a relay race

where students will get to practice these skills and answer trivia

questions! Set up instructions below.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GB761JxwE68
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4jhz0KjNgdU


Set Up: 

Start: A bucket or tub with all of the toy boats in water mixed with

black pepper (or real dirt if you have some handy!).

Clean: A bucket filled with soapy water.

Drain & Dry: An area with towels or paper towels.

Trivia: An area with the trivia questions printed out. 

Split students into groups of 3 (or multiples of 3). Each student in that

group will either be a Cleaner, a Drainer/Dryer, or a Trivia Master.

Students should switch roles each time until they have had a chance to

be each role once.

Start by having all of the toy boats in a bucket of water. This water

should be made "dirty" with actual dirt, cinnamon, black pepper, or

other spices. Once you say, "GO!", the race begins. The Cleaner's job

is to take a boat from the starting bucket, and bring it to the cleaning

bucket and get all the gunk off it! They then bring it to the

Drainer/Dryer. The Drainer/Dryer who will use a towel to dry off their

boat. They will then bring their boat to the Trivia master, who will have

to answer 1 trivia question correctly before bringing their boat back to

their team. The first team to finish each step wins!

START CLEAN DRAIN & 
DRY

TRIVIA



After a few rounds, ask students to reflect on their experience playing

the Clean, Drain, Dry relay race. What did they like best? How can

humans help prevent the spread of invasive species? What does WGFD

do to help manage invasive species?

Reflection & Wrap Up:



TRIVIA!TRIVIA!TRIVIA!
There are a few ways to run trivia for the Relay Race. You can have a

teacher or student be in charge of asking the questions and seeing

who gets the answer correct by either raising their hands or writing it

down. Or, you can have students draw questions out of a hat until they

get one correct. Or, any other way that you see fit! Questions are

below and answers are on the next page.

What does AIS stand for?

Name one invasive species.

True or false: Invasive species are only animals.

Should you set your pet turtle or alligator free into the wild if

you don't want to have it as a pet anymore?

Name one characteristic of invasive species that makes them

so harmful.



TRIVIA ANSWERS!TRIVIA ANSWERS!TRIVIA ANSWERS!
What does AIS stand for?

Aquatic Invasive Species

Name one invasive species.

Zebra or quagga mussel

New Zealand Mudsnail

Brook stickleback

Asian carp

Rusty crayfish

Snakehead

Kudzu

Hydrilla

Asian Watermilfoil

Curly pondweed

Many more!

True or false: Invasive species are only animals.

False! Plants can be invasive species as well

Should you set your pet turtle or alligator free into the wild if

you don't want to have it as a pet anymore?

No! It could become an invasive species.

Name one characteristic of invasive species that makes them

so harmful.

Prolific, early maturation, grow rapidly, adaptable, ability

to spread







DON ’T  LET IT LOOSE!

Conserving Wildlife
Serving PeopleServing PeopleServing People

DON ’T  LET IT LOOSE!

THE PROBLEM
WITH SOME PETS ...

BEFORE YOU BUY
Before you buy or adopt a pet, consider the size and age the pet may 
become over its lifetime. Make sure you can accommodate all sizes of your 
pet and are ready to care for it for the long term. Also be aware of laws 
that make certain species illegal to have, such as the Snakehead fi sh and 
the Hydrilla plant. 

DON’T LET IT LOOSE
Pets can become an invasive species problem when owners let them loose. 
When pets get too large or diffi cult to keep, some people think that letting 
them loose is the kind thing to do. That’s not the case, releasing plants and 
animals into the wild can have serious harmful impacts to other species and 
may even be illegal. Releasing pets is not a good option because they can 
harm the ecosystem that other animals live in, they can cause problems for 
your neighbors, and it can be cruel to the animal.

ECOSYSTEM TROUBLE – When exotic pets are released into 
the wild, they may survive and reproduce to form new popula-

tions. They can compete with native species already 
in that ecosystem for food and other resources, 
decreasing native populations.

NEIGHBORHOOD PESTS – Abandoned 
pets can seek shelter and food near humans or 
domestic animals, and can lead to problems in 
your neighborhood. They can also spread disease 
and parasites to the area.  

CRUELTY – Most released pets will die in the 
wild. To avoid this, never release pets into the 
wild and be sure to C.A.R.E. for all pets. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION ...
To learn more about “Don’t Let it Loose, Wyoming” please visit the 

Wyoming Game and Fish Department website at:
wgfd.wyo.gov/AIS

To report an exotic pet species seen in the wild,
Call 1-877-WGFD-AIS (877-943-3247) 

or email ReportAIS@wyo.gov

© 2013, Wyoming Game and Fish Department. All rights reserved. Printed in U.S.A.
The Wyoming Game and Fish Department receives fi nancial assistance in Sport Fish and Wildlife Restoration. Under title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, 
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, the Age Discrimination Act of 1975, Title IX of the Education 
Amendments of 1972, the U.S. Department of the Interior prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, sex, or disability. If you believe 
that you have been discriminated against in any program, activity, or facility as described above, or if you desire further information please write to: Department 
of Interior, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Division of Human Resources, 4401 N. Fairfax Drive, Mail stop: 2000, Arlington, Virginia 22203.

Photographs – Front Panel and Bookmark: Burmese Python, Cellistka; Snakehead, Chungking; Red-eared Slider, Lepas; American Alligator, Eric 
Isseles; American Bullfrog, Jiang Hongyan; Goldfi sh, Andrew Burgess. 2nd Panel: Red-eared Slider, Birute Vijeikiene. 3rd Panel: American Bullfrog, 
WilleeCole; Tadpoles, Dabjola; Goldfi sh, Alexander Staroseltsen; Snakehead, Chungking. 4th Panel: American Alligator, Liviu Toader; Burmese 
Python, Heiko Kiera; Red-eared Slider, Simon_g. Background image: Cattails, Jörg Röse-Oberreich. Design – JB Hardwick / N43 Services.
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Released pets can harm the ecosystem and even people. Please don’t let them loose.

EXOTIC AMPHIBIAN & FISH PETS

AMERICAN BULLFROG
Native east of the Continental Divide in 
Wyoming, American Bullfrogs are commonly 
released by schools and pet owners. Unfortu-
nately, Bullfrogs have successfully colonized 
some aquatic areas in western Wyoming. They 
are voracious predators and may eat 

native reptiles, amphibians, fi sh, mammals, and birds. Bullfrogs 
can also spread diseases to native amphibians. Bullfrog 
tadpoles or eggs should also not be released into the wild.

GOLDFISH
Very common as pets, goldfi sh are often 
released into the wild and have estab-
lished breeding populations in Wyoming. 
Goldfi sh may grow much larger when 
released into the wild and reproduce 
quickly, disrupting the ecosystem. They 
may compete with native fi sh for habitat 
and spread diseases.

SNAKEHEAD
Often bought as aquarium fi sh for their bright 
colors, as adults they are aggressive toward other 

fi sh and quickly outgrow their tanks. This 
voracious fi sh has been introduced into 

several U.S. waters and has 
caused problems for other 
fi shes. Snakehead are illegal 
to buy or sell in Wyoming.

EXOTIC REPTILE PETS

AMERICAN ALLIGATOR
Living 50 years or longer in captivity 
and growing up to 15 feet long, American 
Alligators can be diffi cult pets. If released 
into the wild, American Alligators may not 
survive a winter in Wyoming, but they could 
pose a dangerous threat for humans and 
native wildlife.

BURMESE PYTHON
Many species of python snakes are bought as 
pets. The Burmese Python has been released 

into Florida and is now causing large-
scale damage to the Everglades 

ecosystem, where they prey on a 
number of threatened and en-
dangered species. The Burmese 
Python is native to Asia, and may 

grow up to 20 or more feet long 
and become diffi cult to care for.

RED-EARED SLIDER
An aquatic turtle native to southeast and 
south-central United States, Red-eared 
Sliders may live up to 42 years. Once 
released into ponds or lakes they 
may compete with native turtles and 
transmit diseases and parasites. 
Several released Red-eared Sliders 
have been found in Wyoming.

WHAT TO DO
Make sure you know what animals are legal to keep as pets and what 
plants you can have in your aquarium. Never release a plant or animal 
into the wild. If your pet gets too much to handle or you need to get rid of 
your aquarium plants, always remember to C.A.R.E. for them.

WHAT IS C.A.R.E.?
CONTACT ...
the place where you purchased the pet to see if they will take it back.  

ACT RESPONSIBLY ...
by never letting animals or plants loose into the wild.

RESEARCH ...
other places that may be able to provide a new home for your pet.
Pet stores, zoos, aquariums, science centers, animal shelters,
and humane societies may be able to help.

EUTHANIZE ...
the animal in a humane way. 
It may be hard to consider, 
but this option is far 
kinder than letting 
it starve to death 
in the wild or destroy 
the homes of native 
animals. Always 
freeze unwanted 
plants and throw them 
out in the trash.

Releasing plants or animals into 
the wild can cause harm to the 
environment and even to other 
people. If you can no longer keep 
your pet or aquarium plants, make 
sure you C.A.R.E. enough to do the 
right thing.

C.A.R.E.
CONTACT the place where you 
purchased the pet to see if they will 
take it back.  

ACT RESPONSIBLY by never letting 
animals or plants loose into the wild.

RESEARCH other places that may 
be able to provide a new home for 
your pet. Pet stores, zoos, aquariums, 
science centers, animal shelters, 
and humane societies may be able 
to help.

EUTHANIZE the animal in a humane 
way. It may be hard to consider, but 
this option is far kinder than letting it 
starve to death in the wild or destroy 
the homes of native animals.  Always 
freeze unwanted plants and throw 
them out in the trash.



Classroom Lesson Plan 30-45 min. 

Invasive or Native? 
Objectives 
Students will be able to identify at least two Wyoming invasive weeds and two 
Wyoming native plants, and name several characteristics common to all plants. 
 
Method 
Students write descriptions of plants for others to read and then identify the 
plant from a selection of plant photos. 
 
Materials 
✎ Copies of photos of two noxious weeds and two native plants 
(1 set of 4 photos per group of students) 
✎ Pencils 
✎ Blank cards (one per student) 
✎ Journals or other paper 
 
Background 
Which plants are considered to be weeds and which are considered to be desirable in a landscape 
depends on your view. For example, one person may encourage edible plants like dandelions on their 
property, while another may work hard to eliminate them. Regardless of their desirability in a landscape, 
all plants have certain characteristics in common. However, a plant’s distinguishing characteristics and 
behavior can also help us to identify Invasive Species and determine what the next course of action may 
need to be in order to protect our native healthy habitats from an invasion.  Learning to identify plants is 
the first step in managing healthy habitats. 
 
To correctly identify a plant you must identify a number of its unique characteristics. A plant 
identification key, plant guide, or other resources may be helpful in determining the identity of a 
particular species. Once identified, a person can locate information about the plant to find out if it is 
considered invasive and how it may impact the local environment if left unchecked, as well as 
recommendations for its control. 
 
Identification starts with gathering information about a plant. Some typical questions you might want to 
ask to gather this information could include the following: 
 
Microhabitat: Does the organism always occur in the same "zone"? 
Then, consider the conditions it is growing under, such as temperature, moisture level, sunlight/shade, 
soil type. 
 
Distribution: Does it occur in clumps, or is it on its own, far from others of the same species? If in 
clumps, do they seem randomly distributed, or do you see a pattern? Is it always associated with the 
same plant species, or do you find this pattern with a variety of other plants? 

 



Growth Form: How does the plant hold itself up when it doesn't have a skeleton? Is it woody or 
herbaceous (non-woody)? If it's woody, is there one main trunk (trees), or are there several (shrubs)? 
Does the plant stand up by itself, sprawl along the ground, or use something else for support (vines)? 
 
Leaf Type: Does the leaf look like: a regular broad-leaf, with a little stem (petiole) and a flat, wide 
blade? a long strap? a needle or a tiny scale? If the leaf has a petiole and blade, what shape is the blade? 
 
Leaf Arrangement: How are the leaves arranged on a stem? Are there two leaves attached to the stem at 
the same point (opposite)? Are there more than two leaves attached to the same part of the stem 
(whorled)? Do the leaves attach to the stem in a zigzag or spiral pattern (alternate)? 
 
Reproduction: How does the plant produce offspring? Do you see flowers on the plant? Where are the 
male and female parts of the flower? How do you suppose the male parts meet the female parts? Do you 
see fruits or cones on the plant? If so, can you find the seeds? How do you think seeds get around to new 
locations? 
 
Plant Defense: How might plants protect themselves from predators? Does the plant have any spines? 
Do the leaves look very hairy? Are certain parts of the plant very tough and hard to digest? Does the 
plant have a distinct smell? Do you see evidence of anything eating the plant, or signs that something 
has been eating it? 
 
Once you have enough information about the plant you will be able to identify it. 
 
In this activity, students gain practice describing characteristics of a plant from photos, which will then 
be used by other students as they try to match the descriptions with the correct plant photos. 
 
Procedure 
Assign students into small groups that will share a complete set of plant pictures. Ask students to view 
selected pictures of the invasive weeds and native plants. Examples of invasive weeds in Wyoming 
include spotted knapweed (Centaurea stoebe) and Scotch thistle (Onopordum acanthium ). Examples of 
desirable Wyoming native plants are arrowleaf balsamroot (Balsamorhiza sagittata) and our Wyoming 
state grass, western wheatgrass (Pascopyrum smithii). However, if you want to you can also provide 
pictures of other species of local interest or concern. For pictures, you can go to any of the following 
web sites: 
 
 

• The USDA Plant Database also has 40,000 searchable images of plants at:http://plants.usda.gov/ 
 

• Montana Plant Life at: http://montana.plant-life.org 
• Wyoming Weed and Pest at: http://Wyoweed.org 
• Fremont County Weed and Pest at: http://fcwp.org 

 
 
 
 
  
 

http://plants.usda.gov/
http://montana.plant-life.org/
http://wyoweed.org/
http://fcwp.org/


1. From the photos of plants distributed, each student will choose one plant to describe. Each will 
brainstorm and make a list of whatever descriptions come to mind in their journal or on a piece 
of paper, and then edit those thoughts by writing a complete sentence or two, describing the 
plant on the blank card provided. The goal is to give such telling details that a classmate will 
be able to identify the plant by another classmate’s description. Students should ask themselves: 
How can I say the most about this plant in two sentences or less? The only stipulations are that 
they cannot give the name of the plant, if they know it, or describe any characteristic not found in 
the photograph (e.g., the place it is found in great numbers locally). Encourage them to use 
simile and other figurative language in their descriptions. Let them know that the common names 
for many plants can be descriptive. For example, the buttercup flower is cup-shaped and is butter 
yellow. 

 
2. Allow a set time for the exercise—five to ten minutes. Ask students to write their names or 

initials in a corner of the card when they are done. Collect the cards and redistribute them at 
random, so that each student has another’s card. Everyone will now try to deduce which plant the 
assigned card describes. Ask students to circle the words or phrases on the card that seem 
especially descriptive. 
 
 

3. Go around the room and ask each student to read the description on the assigned card and to 
announce his or her guess of the plant in question. In a discussion, have students confirm or 
correct the guesses of their classmates. Ask those who guessed correctly: What were the words 
that best described the plant? If a guess was incorrect: What other words might have been 
helpful? 
 

4. Conduct a class brainstorming session in which students suggest words and phrases that describe 
all of the plants (spiny, leafy, dominant, sparse, erect, grass, forb, shrub, etc..). Record the 
responses on the board. Use the brainstorming list to compose, as a class, a paragraph that 
answers these questions  
 

• What is a weed?  Answer: A plant that is not wanted in a particular place at a 
particular time. 

• What is an invasive weed?  Answer:  A non-native plant that is introduced into 
an environment and is able to dominate resources (soil moisture, sunlight, 
nutrients, etc..) and change that environment, affecting all of the other life-forms 
that depend on the native habitat..  

• What types of life-forms depend on healthy habitat?:  Answer:  Deer, elk, 
moose, etc… bees, butterflies, beetles, etc… other native plants, flowers, grasses, 
etc… birds, livestock, aquatic life (weeds can increase erosion) 

• What are some ways that weed seeds can spread?  Asnwer:  Wind, water, 
animal hair, people clothing, muddy shoes/tires, weedy hay, etc. 

• What can we do to protect native habitat? Answer:  Always clean our boots, 
pets, and vehicles before and after exploring nature.  Learn how to identify plants 
and become familiar with local plant life.  If something looks out of place, let your 
local weed and pest know about it!  

 



 
 

Grade level: 2-8 
Subject Areas: Biology, language arts 
Duration: 45 minutes 
Setting: Indoors 
Season: Any 
Conceptual Framework Topics: 
Plant biology, noxious weeds, invasive species ecology 
Common Tansy Tanacetum vulgare 
 
 
Extensions 
Apply the lesson to native and non-native plants in the schoolyard, having students find the plants, then take 
photos or samples of the plants to repeat this activity. 

 
For more information about invasive plants, or for more lesson plans, please contact 

 
Fremont County Weed and Pest 

307-332-1052 
Or, 

 Email our outreach coordinator, Bob Shellard at : rshellard@wyomning.com 
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