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ENRICHMENT FOR THE 4TH SIX WEEKS 



NEWS FOR ALL TEACHERS ! 
(please inform all  the  teachers in your school) 

COLORING BOOKS, CALENDARS, NOTECARDS  
 A volunteer at the Sibley Nature Center has produced these products for 
sale. The twelve images each depict one month of the year on the Llano        
Estacado. During each month specific flowers bloom, and animals have       
specific behaviors during each month. These products are excellent teaching 
tools for teaching animal behavior, and for teaching children about the plants 
and animals that live in the area.  
 The calendars cost $15 dollars, the notecards $10 for a pack of 12, and 
the coloring books cost $8. Call 684-6827 or visit Sibley at 1307 E. Wadley to 
place an order! 
 We also have t-shirts with the image of a phytosaur for sale in kids and 
adult sizes. Phytosaurs lived in the Triassic Period. The Sibley Nature Center 
has the skull of one excavated at Lake Mackenzie near Tulia at the northeastern 
edge of the Llano Estacado. We also have new displays of other Triassic and 
Cretaceous fossils found in the region.   
SUMMER CAMPS   
 We will have two sets of summer camps this year. Michael Nickell, our 
museum specialist, director of education, artist, and entomologist (with Masters 
Degrees in zoology and museum science) will present his “Bug Camp” again 
this year. Students in the 4th through 6th grades spend a week on the trails, 
catching bugs, learning how to mount them, and viewing powerpoint          
presentations about their behavior, adaptations, lifecycles, and habitat          
preferences.   The cost is $75 for the week.  
 Daisy Dominguez is an intern that will work for us in the summer of 
2009. She is in the Natural History Interpeters Honor Program at Texas Tech 
headed by former Midlander Dr. Susan Tomlinson. Her set of summer camps 
are specifically designed to encourage minority children to become scientists. 
Students will also be drawn from the 4th through 6th grades (although younger 
siblings of the appropriate aged students will be welcomed.)   
 Ms. Dominguez will lead students on explorations of our pond and playa 
habitat, utilizing digital cameras (to create a journal to take home.) Frogs, fish, 
snakes, and lots of bugs will be found and caught for behavioral studies. These 
students will also receive tshirts, caps, water bottles, backpacks to keep.  This 
camp is free of charge. 
CALL 684 6827 FOR MORE INFORMATION  and more information will be 
in later issues of this newsletter. 



KEEP MIDLAND BEAUTIFUL TREE GIVEAWAY  
REMEMBER TO CALL KEEP MIDLAND BEAUTIFUL FOR A 
TREE GIVEAWAY FOR ARBOR DAY. Enough trees are available 
for each school to receive two trees. 
HAVE YOUR PRINCIPAL CALL DOREEN RICHARDSON 
 AT687-7400 TO LEARN MORE!  

In the fall of 2008 the Sibley Nature Center helped the following schools in 
the region; 
1. Tahoka Middle School — taught ethnobotany of Tahoka Lake 
2. Rankin High School — advised students developing a natural trail at the 

school 
3. Andrews Middle School — helped plan a Xeriscape garden for the school 
4. Forsan Middle School — led survey of the insects at Big Spring County 

Park 
5. Fort Stockton Alamo Elementary— led a study of the creosote bush habitat 

next to the school 
6. Whiteface Elementary — helped present playa education for 5th graders 

We get kids outside! 



KINDERGARTEN 
 

During the 4th six weeks you are studying changes around the school. On the 
school grounds you can observe a number of changes. In among the dried   
yellow grass, you will find a number of plants with green leaves. The grass is 
Rescue Grass, brought to America to provide winter grazing for animals. 
(Many people call it winter rye, but it is not. Dandelions will begin to emerge 
from the grass, as will as   another European wildflower (henbit), which has 
tiny purple flowers at the top. Both species grow quickly, and the dandelion 
sets seeds the day after it flowers   
 
In the alleyways you will find yet another European introduction — the alley 
mustard. It will have big lobed leaves, then tiny yellow blossoms on a stalk up 
to three feet tall, followed by skinny seedpods (siliques.) If the custodians have 
left any piles of leaves on school property, dig around in the coolest and most 
moist part of the pile. You will find adult and immature pillbugs (roly-polies) 
and earwigs (which have a pincer on the tail.) You may also find decollate 
snails (which always have the tip of their shell broken off.) These snails are 
also from Europe. You may find the large edible European garden snail, too. 
 
Snow brings immediate change, too. Visit  the Sibley Nature Center         
website’s January 2007 Virtual Trail to see changes brought by snow to the 
landscape. (On the homepage, click on the highlighted words “Virtual Trail” in 
the second paragraph and then se-
lect the January 2007 Virtual Trail.) 
 
You can bring your students to 
Sibley, too. Unless the temperature 
is below 40 degrees or if there is a 
cold wind blowing, kids have great 
fun exploring along the trail. We 
will find fallen leaves, leaf buds, 
winter rosettes of wildflowers,  
wintering species of birds and many 
other evidences of change. Call  
684-6827 to set up a visit! 



FIRST GRADE 
 

We have selected the changes in animal behavior during the seasons for our  
focus for the 4th six weeks.  
 
On the school grounds a number of things can be observed. On windy and 
cold days find trees and shrubs that are out of the wind. The neighborhood 
birds will be finding shelter from the wind there. Often there will be “mixed 
flock” of several species. Mixed winter flocks are an adaptation to ensure     
survival. Many birds have a better chance to spot a passing Sharp-shinned 
Hawk or Prairie Falcon than one bird alone. 
 
On sunny days look for small flocks of great-tailed grackles feeding on the 
playing fields. Even in winter you will see some pair-bonding behavior. The 
males (with the big tails) will point their beak to the sky, or fan their tails and 
wings and strut about to show off for the females. This behavior happens most 
on sunny and warm days during the winter. 
 
During the winter small groups of Killdeer will visit school playgrounds too. 
Killdeer nest near water, but in the winter they often come to town to search for 
bugs in lawns and playing fields. They perform this behavior most often after 
the grass has been watered, and on a sunny day. 
 
If the custodians have left any piles of leaves near trees or shrubs, dig in the 
dead leaves. There is a good chance you will find pillbugs (roly-polies) in the 
leaves on warmer days if there is any moisture in the leaves. Look for 
“aggregations” of pillbugs. They often huddle together when the temperature is 
cool. On warmer days you might find some that are whitish — which means 
they are molting. 
 
On the Sibley Nature Center Website in the January 2008 Virtual trail there 
are many photographs of the behavior of animals and birds in the winter. (On 
the home page click on the highlighted words “Virtual Trail” and then click on 
January 2008 when the index is reached.)   
 
A visit to the Sibley Nature Center will always result in the observation of 
many behaviors in response to the season. Call 684-6827 to set up a visit. 



SECOND GRADE 
 

We have decided to focus on soil textures for the 4th six weeks for our           
enrichmentment activities.  
 
On the school grounds three types of soil can be found. On playing fields 
Amarillo fine sandy loam was imported to provide a growing base for the    
Bermuda grass. Despite years of compaction, it will still retain a reddish color, 
and if a sample of the soil is dug up, the roots removed and the soil pulverized 
it will return to something near its original form.  
 
Most schools will have an alley along one side of the school — if not, a nearby 
alley will suffice. Alley ways are made with ground-up caliche in most parts of 
town. The whitish caliche is constantly formed by the leaching of calcium   
carbonates from other soils and normally collects 2-8 feet below the soil       
surface. The edges of the alleys will slowly mix with the fill dirt of the school-
yard or homeowner’s lot. This forms a soil that is common in West Texas, and 
many species of plants are especially adapted to it.  
 
In the inside corners of buildings another type of soil is in the process of being 
made. If there is plentiful organic material the soil will slowly turn grayish or 
blackish as it becomes more clay-like. Specific plants prefer the “tighter” clay 
soil that holds water longer and has less oxygen content than the other soils. 
 
On the Sibley Nature Center website  click on the habitats button on the 
home page, and then view parts of any photoessay in each habitat (except the 
urban forest or human constructed habitat.) You will learn how soil type deter-
mines the ecology of a site. If time is short, visit the shallow gravel soil habitat, 
the sanddune habitat, the draw habitat (which has three soil types), and the     
alkali soil habitat.    
 
On a visit to the Sibley Nature Center we will take you on a hike to compare 
the Amarillo fine sandy loam habitat, and the clay soil habitat of the playa.  
Students will be asked to explain why different sets of vegetation are found in 
the two areas, asked to determine if two types of animal holes belong to the 
same species or two different species. We will also point out other differences. 
If the teacher brings 2 soda pop bottles, we will give soil samples for later 
classroom testing. Call 684-6827 to set up a visit!   



SIX UNIQUE WEST TEXAS SOILS 



THIRD GRADE 
We have decided to focus on soil textures for the 4th six weeks for our           
enrichmentment activities.  
 
On the school grounds three types of soil can be found. On playing fields 
Amarillo fine sandy loam was imported to provide a growing base for the    
Bermuda grass. Despite years of compaction, it will still retain a reddish color, 
and if a sample of the soil is dug up, the roots removed and the soil pulverized 
it will return to something near its original form.  
 
Most schools will have an alley along one side of the school — if not, a nearby 
alley will suffice. Alley ways are made with ground-up caliche in most parts of 
town. The whitish caliche is constantly formed by the leaching of calcium   
carbonates from other soils and normally collects 2-8 feet below the soil       
surface. The edges of the alleys will slowly mix with the fill dirt of the school-
yard or homeowner’s lot. This forms a soil that is common in West Texas, and 
many species of plants are especially adapted to it.  
 
In the inside corners of buildings another type of soil is in the process of being 
made. If there is plentiful organic material the soil will slowly turn grayish or 
blackish as it becomes more clay-like. Specific plants prefer the “tighter” clay 
soil that holds water longer and has less oxygen content than the other soils. 
 
On the Sibley Nature Center website  click on the habitats button on the 
home page, and then view parts of any photoessay in each habitat (except the 
urban forest or human constructed habitat.) You will learn how soil type        
determines the ecology of a site. If time is short, visit the shallow gravel soil 
habitat, the sanddune habitat, the draw habitat (which has three soil types), and 
the alkali soil habitat.    
 
On a visit to the Sibley Nature Center we will take you on a hike to compare 
the Amarillo fine sandy loam habitat, and the clay soil habitat of the playa.  
Students will be asked to explain why different sets of vegetation are found in 
the two areas, asked to determine if two types of animal holes belong to the 
same species or two different species. We will also point out other differences. 
If the teacher brings 2 soda pop bottles, we will give soil samples for later 
classroom testing. Call 684-6827 to set up a visit!   



FOURTH GRADE 
 

The 4th six weeks is all about habitats, one of our very favorite subjects at the 
Sibley Nature Center. The schoolyard is part of the Urban Forest (or human 
constructed) habitat. Schoolyards are one of the least diverse habitats to  
observe, but the average city block of single-family housing is a fascinating 
habitat that is constantly changing. In West Texas many species of organisms  
can only be found in the Urban Forest.  
 
Students should be able to find a number of species that prefer the Urban Forest 
in West Texas. The big great-tailed grackles screeching on the lawn, the fox 
squirrels scampering up the trees, the decollate snail under dead leaves, the 
Meditteranean gecko perched on the school’s windows at night, the fireants in 
the unused parts of the playyard are all “indicator” species of the Urban Forest.  
Many of the species of weeds in the grass of the schoolyard only grow in town, 
too. Have the students make a collection (of drawings, photographs, or speci-
mens) of everything found at the schoolyard.. and of their backyard, too! Invite 
a Sibley Nature Center staff member to your school to identify everything that 
has been found, and to give more information about each organism. 
 
The homepage The Sibley Nature Center website has a button on the left side 
that reads “habitats.” When that is clicked on, an index to the eight major   
habitats of the Llano Estacado pops up. At the bottom of each home page of 
each habitat (after a 2000 word introduction that will mention some of the    
significant adaptations needed for survival in each habitat) is a list of           
photoessays from each of the habitats. Have the students seek out unique spe-
cies to each habitat, or the dominant species of plants and animals to each  
habitat.   
     
On a visit to the Sibley Nature Center  we will take students to examine     
examples of the playa habitat, the prairie mesquite brushland habitat, the urban 
forest habitat, a small example of the alkali habitat, and a small example of the 
pocket forests of the draw habitat. At each habitat will have the students        
determine a unique species to the habitat. In 2009 construction will  begin on 
examples of the sanddune habitat, the shallow soils habitat, and the canyon and 
breaks habitat. We will also gladly focus on one specific habitat if so desired by 
the teacher, during a visit to the Sibley Nature Center. Call 684-6827 to set up a 
visit. 



TO WHICH HABITATS DO THESE BELONG? 



FIFTH GRADE 
 

The subject of learned and inherited traits is another of our most favorite topics 
at the Sibley Nature Center! Observations can be made in the schoolyard. 
Great-tailed grackles are often frequent visitors to the schoolyard. Many of 
their  behaviors are inherited — the pair bonding displays of the males pointing 
their bills to the sky and the fanning of their wings are example of instinctual or 
inherited behavior. 
 
If a group of grackles are frequent visitors, experiments can be done to       
demonstrate their abilities to learn. First, place small bits of dog food in a place 
they visit. If they eat it, replace the small bits with large bits. Will they eat it? 
Next, put out a shallow pan of water near the dog food. Will the birds learn to 
soak the dog food in the water? After the birds are used to feeding on dog food, 
cover some of the dog food with small pieces of cloth. Will they learn to turn 
over the cloth to find the dog food?    
 
On the Sibley Nature Center website click on animal behaviors, and when 
that page comes up, scroll down to “Behavior of Birds.” There are one hundred 
pictures of the behavior of birds, along with text that explains their behavior. 
For each picture, try to figure out if the behavior is instinctual or learned. There 
will be some “mystery behaviors” to ponder on, too! Email us with your        
solutions to each photograph, plus your class’s guesses for the mystery          
behaviors. 
 
In the same section on animal behaviors, click on “Dung Beetles” and 
“Rainbugs” and discover what was discovered for the very first time at the 
Sibley Nature Center. Anyone can discover something new to science!!! 
 
During a visit to the Sibley Nature Center we will select an organism, sev-
eral organisms, or a group of organisms, and ask the students to discover the 
behaviors of the organisms and discuss whether they are learned or instinctual. 
The organism(s) selected depends on time of day, temperature, and whether it is 
in January or February. Call 684-6827 to set up a visit! In 2010 the new 
“wildlife viewing room” will be available for this activity! 



WHAT ARE THESE CREATURES DOING? 



SIXTH GRADE 
 

 We selected the topic of animals responding to external stimuli for our 
focus for the 4th six weeks. On the schoolyard one of the easiest things to    
observe is the response of birds to water. Ask the custodians to leave a sprinkler 
running where it can be observed for several hours. The birds of the         
neighborhood will quickly arrive. The behavior of the birds will vary from   
species to species, and even individual to individual. 
 Some birds will drink by standing at the edge of any puddle of water. 
Others will wade in and drink. Most birds have to drink by filling their mouths 
with water and then tilting their head back. Birds will take baths in different 
ways, too. Some species will merely fly through the sprinkling water. Others 
will wade into a puddle of water on the ground. Some of the birds will almost      
immerse themselves into the water and then stand up and flap their wings, 
sending the water everywhere. Others will stand in the water and flap their 
wings to give themselves showers. 
 Some of the birds will continue to drink or bathe, even if closely ap-
proached. Other birds will fly away as soon as a human is seen. Some birds will 
fly if a loud noise (like a coaches whistle) occurs, but others will ignore it 
unless a human is seen.    
 
On the Sibley Nature Center Website there is a photoessay that records the 
response of a nesting bird to a person that drove close to their nest, and then sat 
quietly in their car for over 45 minutes. On the homepage, click on “Animal       
behaviors” and then scroll down to “Playa lake wildlife.” About halfway down 
the page there is a series featuring a “black-necked stilt” who performs some 
truly bizarre behaviors the photographer recorded.  

 
During a visit to the Sibley Nature Center we will lead the students to       
observe what happens during “spishing.” Spishing is the term for making loud 
squeaky noises similar to a hurt animal or bird when it is caught by a predator. 
Many birds will “mob” a predator as it kills an animal, gathering around it and 
fussing. This does not always work! If it does not, we will make strange noises 
at the pond to try to disturb the Sora, and see if the students can disturb it 
enough for it to fly out of the cattails. If that does not work, we will try to find 
one of our cottontail rabbits or jackrabbits and observe its behaviors as it is   
approached (at a very slow rate of speed.) 

 


