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Scientific Tool Kit 
“Robert, you’re supposed to stay behind Mr. Rich!”  That admonition comes 

from a chorus of fourth graders who have come to Cattus Island County Park 

with their class to participate in an Ecology Explorers program.  The program is 

designed to introduce students to the idea of an ecosystem as a group of living 

organisms that live and interact with each other in a specific environment.  We 

have a short discussion about viewing nature through ecosystems and thinking 

of signs of the presence of organisms to look for, such as footprints, nests, 

bones and scat.  We then break down into smaller groups and each receives a “tool kit” for our exploration.  From 

the kit we find that a spoon becomes a soil extractor to check the odor, texture and amount of dampness of the 

soil, a ribbon becomes a wind meter and an oven thermometer becomes a temperature gauge.  The characteristics 

measured by these scientific tools, along with the types of vegetation and the amount of light will help determine 

what type of fauna will be a part of this specific ecosystem. 

 

 

Cattus Island County Park is 

located at 1170 Cattus Island 

Boulevard in Toms River.  The 

Ecology Explorers, as well as 

many other organized       

activities are on hold until we 

have gotten through the   

pandemic.  After that, schools 

can schedule a day by calling 

(732) 270-6960. 

Exploring the Salt Marsh 
Cattus Island is the perfect location for exploring the ecology of different habitats.  The main trail, one mile 

long, starts off with a causeway across the salt marsh, then winds through a forested area and finishes up at 

a sandy beach at the Barnegat Bay.  As we walk we see egrets, herons and osprey looking for fish in the low 

tide and the ever present gulls and crabs hunting in the mosquito 

ditches dug many years ago and now providing a nursery for small 

fish.  At a certain spot, we walk out onto a small piece of marsh, 

usually squishy and slippery, and the groups set up shop to test 

the environmental characteristics. We rub our fingers along the 

marsh grass to taste the salt, and only a few of the kids slip in the 

mud or sink their clean sneaks into the water.  I tell them to tell 

their parents that it is their teacher’s fault that this occurred, not 

mine.  I’m not sure that the teachers see the humor in it.   

The class is given three rules: Stay on the trail, stay behind Mr. Rich and yell if you 
see something interesting. After that we are off on our exploration! 



As we continue on the main trail, the surroundings change from a salt marsh to a forest.  There is a highbush 

blueberry shrub growing strategically about halfway out to the beach where I can rest and tell the class about 

Elizabeth White’s 1917 cultivation of the blueberries that are so big and juicy.  We all agree that New Jersey blue-

berries are the best in the world, although I’m very sure that most of us have never tasted any others. 

 

Toward the middle of the forest we set up shop again, testing the soil, 

identifying the vegetation and observing the wind speed and the 

amount of light.  Of course, here we have to talk more about the type of 

animals who are part of this ecosystem rather than observe them, be-

cause the amount of noise produced by the kids has assured that any 

deer, squirrels, chipmunks, or birds have taken cover.  We can, though, 

split a piece of rotted wood to find termites and roly-polies (pillbugs) 

and look around for signs of their work.  The kids are enthralled to hear 

that roly-polies are really not bugs but are terrestrial crustaceans that 

breathe with gills, that they don’t urinate, and especially that they eat 

their own feces (self-coprophagy).  What elementary kid doesn’t love 

stories about poop! 

We talk about how the marsh is also an important filtration system for the bay, 
one that is disappearing because of sea level rise. 

There’s No Such Thing as a Sea Gull! 

Exploring the Maritime Forest 

It is always tricky to determine how 

much information to feed to the 

students so that it will stick with 

them.  Much depends on the 

amount of preparation having been 

done with them in the classroom 

prior to their visit to Cattus, the 

grade level (the Explorers program 

can be adopted for elementary 

through high school) and, frankly, 

the ability of the adults to keep the 

kids focused.  I have always believed 

that it is easier for kids to eat their 

spinach when there is some dessert 

with it.  In this case, there is nothing 

like Mr. Rich pretending to be a 

woodpecker pecking at a tree while 

explaining about the spongy tissue 

which protects the bird’s skull, or 

having the group yell three times in 

unison, “There’s no such thing as a 

seagull!”  Well, at least I’m having 

fun.  
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Downy Woodpecker excavating a cavity.  

Photo: Becky Laboy 



Exploring Life in the Barnegat Bay 

As we continue down the trail, the most often asked question is when they are going to have lunch - maybe 

with their appetites whetted when we pass a thistle plant and talk about the favorite meal of the American 

Goldfinch, New Jersey’s state bird.  Luckily, we soon approach the beach and a set of picnic tables where 

they have lunch before anyone passes out from hunger. 

 

After lunch we walk the short distance to our third 

habitat, the bay itself, with a knowledgeable staff 

member ready to tell us about seining and the type of 

creatures we might find in the brackish water.  Two 

kids at a time are helped into high waders and every-

one grabs a part of the seining net, feeding it out 

slowly while our fisher kids walk into the water.  

When we bring the net back to shore, there is always a great deal of excitement to see what we caught, 

sometimes short-lived, but this time we hit the jackpot with crabs, jellyfish, silversides, bay anchovies and—

drum roll, please—a seahorse!  Other catches have included pipefish and eels.  Our staff expert explains 

about each species and their role in this unique ecosystem.  The kids have the opportunity to examine them 

up close before we put them back into the water and repeat the process a number of times so that many of 

the students get a chance to actually do the seining.  

 

As usual, there is barely enough time left to very briefly review what we saw today and what we learned 

about ecology.  Then, one more group shouts out our mantra, “There’s no such thing as a seagull!” and we 

start heading back down the trail.  The rule of staying behind Mr. Rich is lost in a cloud of dust from the mad 

dash to get back to the bus on time.  As the kids 

pile into the bus, with me thanking them for com-

ing and them thanking me for the hike, they seem 

to have enjoyed their day.  I am hoping that they 

will remember some of what they learned and, 

most importantly, that their interest in exploring 

nature has been piqued.  My greatest pleasure 

comes from hearing some of them say, “I’m gonna 

ask my parents if they’ll bring me back here on 

Saturday.” 
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