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Natural Change
Overview
Students play a card game to learn about natural change in an ecosystem. During the
game, students will keep a record of the results of the changes in an ecosystem.

Concepts
1. Ecosystems change, often independently of humans.
2. Natural changes occur continually.
3. Natural changes can occur at a slow rate over millions of years, at a medium

rate over hundreds of years, or at a fast rate over a few days or months.
4. Natural changes impact both the human and natural components of ecosystems.

Time
1 hour and 30 minutes

• Introduction: 20 minutes
• Natural Change Game: 45 minutes
• Journal Exercise: 15 minutes
• Closure: 10 minutes

Materials
For each student:

• Ecosystem Worksheets
• Ecosystem Explorations Journal

For each team:
• Change Cards
• Results Sheet

Teacher Preparation
1. Copy one set of Change Cards for each team.
2. Copy one Results Sheet for each team.
3. Copy one Ecosystem Worksheet for each student.
4. Cut out Change Cards and label appropriately on back as Fast Change, Medium

Change, or Slow Change. If possible, you may want to color code the words Fast
Change, Medium Change, and Slow Change. (You can have your students do
this instead.)
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Background
Ecosystems are continually changing, with or without human involvement. For ex-
ample, meadows naturally change to forests, streams carve new or deeper channels,
and animals migrate to new habitats. The processes of natural change include geo-
logic changes, plant and animal succession, and change as a response to weather.
Geologic change refers to the way the land may be altered as the result of erosion,
uplift, or volcanism. Succession refers to plant and animal changes in an ecosystem
over time. For example, a small lake may fill in with sediment causing aquatic plants
to disappear and grasses to grow. Weather forces a change in the connections within
ecosystems. For example, flooding due to a large amount of rain or rapid snowmelt
can cause plants to grow more than normal. Changes occur at different rates, from
slow to fast. For instance, geologic changes can be slow, as in sea level rise, or very
fast, as in a landslide.
Each change results in specific responses within the ecosystem. Some responses are
evident over short time scales and other responses happen on longer time scales. For
example, when a volcano erupts, in the short term it may wipe out all plants and
animals near the volcano. However, it may also deposit a fertile layer of ash. Thou-
sands of years after the eruption, the ash provides a rich nutrient supply for a large
diversity of plants in the area.

Procedure
Illustrate each step on the board when explaining the procedure to the students. Model
how to fill in the information in the appropriate places on the Ecosystem Worksheet.

1. Divide students into teams.
2. Pass out one set of Change Cards and one Results Sheet to each team, and an

Ecosystem Worksheet to each student.
Directions to students:
1. Place the Change Cards face down on the table in three piles: the “Fast change”

cards in one pile, the “Medium change” cards in another pile, and the “Slow
change” cards in a third pile.

2. Place the Results Sheet where everyone can look at it.
3. Draw a card from the Fast Change pile (each person draws one card).
4. On your Ecosystem Worksheet find the first blank box (upper right corner). Fill

in the “Change” and “Rate” lines in this box with the information from your
“Fast Change” card.

5. Look at the possible results on the Result Sheet and choose three possible re-
sults that could happen in response to your Change Card. Write the three re-
sults on the Results lines at the bottom of that first blank box. (Students may
also develop their own results.)

6. In the same box draw the ecosystem (shown in the upper left section of the
worksheet) as it might look after this change.
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7. Explain the changes in your ecosystem picture to another person in your team.
8. Draw a Medium Change card from the Change pile and repeat steps 4-7 in the

next blank box. For round #3, draw a Slow Change card and complete the last
blank box.

Note: For each round draw the original ecosystem with the results of the change for
that round only! Each round is independent of the others.

Closure
Display all students’ ecosystem change drawings. Every student began with the same
ecosystem. Ask students the following question.

How similar are the results of the changes?
What are the differences?

Adaptations for Students with Limited English Proficiency
Preview the natural change game with LEP students before introducing the game to
the whole class; discuss (or act out) the importance of each change and result to en-
sure comprehension. In this way the LEP students become experts who can help oth-
ers with learning the Natural Change Game. Have available translations (provided)

of the change cards and results for LEP students to refer to as needed.
Key Words: natural changes: los cambios naturales; geologic changes: los cambios
geológicos; succession: la sucesión; response to weather: la reacción climatológica

Journal Exercise
Have students choose one of the three change pictures she or he drew.
Have the students write a short paragraph explaining what changes and
results occurred in the picture and why.

Assessment
The finished drawings and the journal exercise serve as an evaluation tool.

Extensions
1. Plan a field trip to one or more of the following places.
• New Mexico Museum of Natural History & Science. The museum exhibits

illustrate the changes that have taken place in New Mexico over many mil-
lions of years.

• Sandia Mountains. Return to the Sandia Mountains during another season to
compare changes noticed over a short time. Suggested areas to visit  include
Canyon Estates Trail (good fossils, too), Doc Long Picnic Area, and Tree
Springs Trail.

• Albuquerque Volcanoes. Examine how the ecosystem has changed over the
past 150,000 years since the last eruptions.
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2. Have students bring in pictures and newspaper articles of ecosystems that are
changing on a global scale and also in their local community.

3. Discuss with the students changes that are always happening that have not
been discussed (e.g. weather, seasons, etc.).

4. Have students write a story from the viewpoint of some part of the Ecosystem
affected by the change both immediately and in 10 years. (i.e. animal popula-
tion).

On the Field Trip
Have the students look for examples of change during the field trip.
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EcosystEcosystEcosystEcosystEcosystem Wem Wem Wem Wem Worororororksheeksheeksheeksheeksheettttt

Change __________ Rate _______

Ecosystem picture

Results:

1.

2.

3.

Change __________ Rate ______

Ecosystem picture

Results:

1.

2.

3.

Change __________ Rate _______

Ecosystem picture

Results:

1.

2.

3.
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La Hoja del Ecosistema

Cambio _________ Rapidez _____

El retrato del ecosistema

Resultados:

1.

2.

3.

Cambio _________ Rapidez _____

El retrato del ecosistema

Resultados:

1.

2.

3.

Cambio _________ Rapidez _____

El retrato del ecosistema

Resultados:

1.

2.

3.
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Change CarChange CarChange CarChange CarChange Cardsdsdsdsds

FFFFForest Fireorest Fireorest Fireorest Fireorest Fire

FAST CHANGE

LandslideLandslideLandslideLandslideLandslide

FAST CHANGE

VVVVVolcanicolcanicolcanicolcanicolcanic
EruptionEruptionEruptionEruptionEruption

FAST CHANGE

FloodFloodFloodFloodFlood

FAST CHANGE

MeadoMeadoMeadoMeadoMeadowwwww
Changes intChanges intChanges intChanges intChanges into ao ao ao ao a

FFFFForestorestorestorestorest

MEDIUM CHANGE

LakLakLakLakLake Changese Changese Changese Changese Changes
intintintintinto a Meadoo a Meadoo a Meadoo a Meadoo a Meadowwwww

MEDIUM CHANGE

ClimatClimatClimatClimatClimate Coolse Coolse Coolse Coolse Cools
DoDoDoDoDownwnwnwnwn

MEDIUM CHANGE

DrDrDrDrDroughtoughtoughtoughtought

MEDIUM CHANGE

Land ULand ULand ULand ULand Uplifplifplifplifpliftststststs

SLOW CHANGE

MountainsMountainsMountainsMountainsMountains
ErErErErErodeodeodeodeode

SLOW CHANGE

Sea MoSea MoSea MoSea MoSea Movvvvves ontes ontes ontes ontes ontooooo
LandLandLandLandLand

SLOW CHANGE

Sea Dries USea Dries USea Dries USea Dries USea Dries Uppppp

SLOW CHANGE
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TTTTTarjearjearjearjearjetas de Cambiotas de Cambiotas de Cambiotas de Cambiotas de Cambio

FFFFFuego Fuego Fuego Fuego Fuego Forestalorestalorestalorestalorestal

CAMBIO RÁPIDO

DerrumbeDerrumbeDerrumbeDerrumbeDerrumbe
DeslizamientDeslizamientDeslizamientDeslizamientDeslizamientooooo

CAMBIO RÁPIDO

ErupciónErupciónErupciónErupciónErupción
VVVVVolcánicaolcánicaolcánicaolcánicaolcánica

CAMBIO RÁPIDO

InundaciónInundaciónInundaciónInundaciónInundación

CAMBIO RÁPIDO

Las PraderasLas PraderasLas PraderasLas PraderasLas Praderas
se Tse Tse Tse Tse Transfransfransfransfransformanormanormanormanorman

en Bosqen Bosqen Bosqen Bosqen Bosqueueueueue

CAMBIO MEDIO

Los Lagos seLos Lagos seLos Lagos seLos Lagos seLos Lagos se
TTTTTransfransfransfransfransforman enorman enorman enorman enorman en

PraderasPraderasPraderasPraderasPraderas

CAMBIO MEDIO

El Clima seEl Clima seEl Clima seEl Clima seEl Clima se
EnfríaEnfríaEnfríaEnfríaEnfría

CAMBIO MEDIO

SeqSeqSeqSeqSequíauíauíauíauía

CAMBIO MEDIO

EleEleEleEleElevvvvvación deación deación deación deación de
los Sueloslos Sueloslos Sueloslos Sueloslos Suelos

CAMBIO LENTO

ErErErErErosión deosión deosión deosión deosión de
MontaMontaMontaMontaMontañññññasasasasas

CAMBIO LENTO

Los MaresLos MaresLos MaresLos MaresLos Mares
InInInInInvvvvvaden lasaden lasaden lasaden lasaden las

TierrasTierrasTierrasTierrasTierras

CAMBIO LENTO

Los MaresLos MaresLos MaresLos MaresLos Mares
se Secanse Secanse Secanse Secanse Secan

CAMBIO LENTO
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Natural Change RNatural Change RNatural Change RNatural Change RNatural Change Results Sheeesults Sheeesults Sheeesults Sheeesults Sheettttt

Plants arePlants arePlants arePlants arePlants are
cleared out.cleared out.cleared out.cleared out.cleared out.

Land isLand isLand isLand isLand is
cococococovvvvvered withered withered withered withered with

fffffererererertile silt.tile silt.tile silt.tile silt.tile silt.
Silt is good for
growing plants.

RRRRRocks and soilocks and soilocks and soilocks and soilocks and soil
are moare moare moare moare movvvvved.ed.ed.ed.ed.

Land surLand surLand surLand surLand surffffface isace isace isace isace is
wwwwworn doorn doorn doorn doorn down bwn bwn bwn bwn byyyyy

wwwwwatatatatatererererer.....

TTTTTemememememperature isperature isperature isperature isperature is
wwwwwarmer eacharmer eacharmer eacharmer eacharmer each

yyyyyearearearearear.....

NeNeNeNeNew types ofw types ofw types ofw types ofw types of
plants moplants moplants moplants moplants movvvvve in.e in.e in.e in.e in.

StreamStreamStreamStreamStream
channelschannelschannelschannelschannels

change shapechange shapechange shapechange shapechange shape
and size.and size.and size.and size.and size.

Land is coLand is coLand is coLand is coLand is covvvvverederederederedered
with fwith fwith fwith fwith fererererertile ash.tile ash.tile ash.tile ash.tile ash.

Ash is good for
growing plants.

Land is coLand is coLand is coLand is coLand is covvvvverederederederedered
bbbbby mud andy mud andy mud andy mud andy mud and

rrrrrockockockockock.....

Streams carrStreams carrStreams carrStreams carrStreams carryyyyy
less wless wless wless wless watatatatatererererer.....

NeNeNeNeNew plants grw plants grw plants grw plants grw plants grooooowwwww.....

NeNeNeNeNew types ofw types ofw types ofw types ofw types of
animals moanimals moanimals moanimals moanimals movvvvve in.e in.e in.e in.e in.

Land is raised tLand is raised tLand is raised tLand is raised tLand is raised tooooo
a highera highera highera highera higher

eleeleeleeleelevvvvvation.ation.ation.ation.ation.

More snoMore snoMore snoMore snoMore snow andw andw andw andw and
rain frain frain frain frain fall eachall eachall eachall eachall each

yyyyyearearearearear.....

Streams carrStreams carrStreams carrStreams carrStreams carryyyyy
more wmore wmore wmore wmore watatatatatererererer.....

Houses andHouses andHouses andHouses andHouses and
buildings arebuildings arebuildings arebuildings arebuildings are

destrdestrdestrdestrdestroooooyyyyyed.ed.ed.ed.ed.

Plants andPlants andPlants andPlants andPlants and
animals areanimals areanimals areanimals areanimals are
wiped out.wiped out.wiped out.wiped out.wiped out.

Land is coLand is coLand is coLand is coLand is covvvvverederederederedered
with salt wwith salt wwith salt wwith salt wwith salt watatatatatererererer.....

Soil geSoil geSoil geSoil geSoil gets drierts drierts drierts drierts drier.....

TTTTTemememememperature isperature isperature isperature isperature is
colder eachcolder eachcolder eachcolder eachcolder each

yyyyyearearearearear.....
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Natural Change Hoja de RNatural Change Hoja de RNatural Change Hoja de RNatural Change Hoja de RNatural Change Hoja de Resultadosesultadosesultadosesultadosesultados

Las plantasLas plantasLas plantasLas plantasLas plantas
muermuermuermuermuertastastastastas

son remoson remoson remoson remoson removidas.vidas.vidas.vidas.vidas.

Los suelos sonLos suelos sonLos suelos sonLos suelos sonLos suelos son
cubiercubiercubiercubiercubiertttttos conos conos conos conos con
agua y cieno.agua y cieno.agua y cieno.agua y cieno.agua y cieno.
El cieno es bueno

para crecer plantas.

Las piedras y laLas piedras y laLas piedras y laLas piedras y laLas piedras y la
tierra setierra setierra setierra setierra se
muemuemuemuemuevvvvven.en.en.en.en.

La superLa superLa superLa superLa superffffficieicieicieicieicie
ttttterrestre eserrestre eserrestre eserrestre eserrestre es

desgastada pordesgastada pordesgastada pordesgastada pordesgastada por
el agua.el agua.el agua.el agua.el agua.

La tLa tLa tLa tLa temememememperaturaperaturaperaturaperaturaperatura
se entibia másse entibia másse entibia másse entibia másse entibia más

cada año.cada año.cada año.cada año.cada año.

Se mudanSe mudanSe mudanSe mudanSe mudan
nuenuenuenuenuevvvvvos tipos deos tipos deos tipos deos tipos deos tipos de

plantas.plantas.plantas.plantas.plantas.

Las corrientLas corrientLas corrientLas corrientLas corrienteseseseses
cambian decambian decambian decambian decambian de
tamatamatamatamatamaññññño y deo y deo y deo y deo y de

ffffforma.orma.orma.orma.orma.

La tierra estáLa tierra estáLa tierra estáLa tierra estáLa tierra está
cubiercubiercubiercubiercubierta conta conta conta conta con
ceniza férceniza férceniza férceniza férceniza fértil.til.til.til.til.

La ceniza es buena
para crecer plantas.

La tierra esLa tierra esLa tierra esLa tierra esLa tierra es
cubiercubiercubiercubiercubierttttto poro poro poro poro por
lodo y rlodo y rlodo y rlodo y rlodo y roca.oca.oca.oca.oca.

Las corrientLas corrientLas corrientLas corrientLas corrienteseseseses
llellellellellevvvvvan menosan menosan menosan menosan menos

agua.agua.agua.agua.agua.

Crecen nueCrecen nueCrecen nueCrecen nueCrecen nuevvvvvasasasasas
plantas.plantas.plantas.plantas.plantas.

NNNNNueueueueuevvvvvas clases deas clases deas clases deas clases deas clases de
animales seanimales seanimales seanimales seanimales se

mudan.mudan.mudan.mudan.mudan.

Los suelosLos suelosLos suelosLos suelosLos suelos
tttttoman maoman maoman maoman maoman mayyyyyororororor

eleeleeleeleelevvvvvación.ación.ación.ación.ación.

Cada año caeCada año caeCada año caeCada año caeCada año cae
más niemás niemás niemás niemás nievvvvve ye ye ye ye y

lluvia.lluvia.lluvia.lluvia.lluvia.

Las corrientLas corrientLas corrientLas corrientLas corrienteseseseses
llellellellellevvvvvan más agua.an más agua.an más agua.an más agua.an más agua.

Casas  yCasas  yCasas  yCasas  yCasas  y
edifedifedifedifedificios sonicios sonicios sonicios sonicios son
destruídos.destruídos.destruídos.destruídos.destruídos.

Las plantas yLas plantas yLas plantas yLas plantas yLas plantas y
los animales selos animales selos animales selos animales selos animales se

eeeeextinguen.xtinguen.xtinguen.xtinguen.xtinguen.

Los suelos sonLos suelos sonLos suelos sonLos suelos sonLos suelos son
cubiercubiercubiercubiercubiertttttos conos conos conos conos con
agua salada.agua salada.agua salada.agua salada.agua salada.

La tierra seLa tierra seLa tierra seLa tierra seLa tierra se
seca.seca.seca.seca.seca.

La tLa tLa tLa tLa temememememperaturaperaturaperaturaperaturaperatura
se enfría másse enfría másse enfría másse enfría másse enfría más

cada año.cada año.cada año.cada año.cada año.


