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Carrying Capacity
Adapted from Project WILD

	Lead Staff Member 

          Jason Meyer
	Time Allotment 

     20 minutes


Overview

This activity demonstrates the concepts of carrying capacity and available habitat by having learners sit in an abnormally small space during a brief lecture.  

Instructional Cluster

	· Sense of Purpose
This demonstration will encourage learners to think about why carrying capacity is an important concept.
	· Eliciting Ideas

By asking learners to provide their own ideas of what the term “carrying capacity” means, the instructor can gain a sense of preconceived notions. 
	· Engaging Learners 

By sitting in close quarters with one another, learners can gain a feeling of how available habitat can influence carrying capacity.

	· Developing and Using  

Scientific Ideas 

This exercise will introduce learners to important technical terms.
	· Reflecting on Ideas   and Experiences 
The discussion of carrying capacity will include questions that guide learner interpretation of carrying capacity and what can affect it.
	· Assessing Progress

The answers that learners provide to discussion questions can be used as an assessment tool.


	Objectives
· Learners will be able to define carrying capacity.

· Learners will be able to give examples of factors that can influence the carrying capacity of an area.


	Materials

	
	· Blankets to sit on

	· 
	Safety Issues/Precautions  

Avoid poison-ivy, ant hills, and other annoying creatures.


	Background 

*This material taken from PLT Classroom Carrying Capacity Activity, page 126.

Carrying capacity affects all living things, including humans.  It may be seen as a type of dynamic equilibrium.  Carrying capacity is typically expressed as the number of animals of a given type which can be supported in a given area.  Carrying capacity is also interpreted more broadly as the number of living things – plants as well as animals – any area of land or water can support at any one time.  Different life forms will have different carrying capacity within the same area.

Carrying capacity is usually limited by some aspect of a species’ habitat requirements.  These requirements include the quantity and quality of available food, shelter, water, and space, and the suitability of their arrangement.  Carrying capacity can fluctuate over time.  For example, changes in the local environment during seasonal change can affect carrying capacity.

Alteration of habitat quality or quantity may increase or decrease carrying capacity.  Environmental degradation may reduce it for affected species.  Activities such as development or pollution tend not to be aimed at intentionally reducing carrying capacity but often have this impact.  Intentional intervention may be based on a particular management philosophy or practice.  Management of an area of land or water in relation to its carrying capacity for certain species can be subject to question and controversy.  Whether and/or how it is appropriate for humans to intervene in natural systems is often a part of such questions and controversy.  Management may be defined as intentional choice based on human goals and objectives.  Such goals and objectives are open to question by other groups and individuals.  



	Procedure




1. Ask learners to all sit on the provided blankets (in crowded conditions).

2. Give a brief lesson in an unrelated subject (spelling, math, forestry, etc.)

3. Ask learners to describe how they felt during the presentation.  Did they feel crowded?  How did they act?  Is this the way they would normally act in a regular classroom setting?

4. Ask them to define carrying capacity and why it is important.

5. Remove part of the available “habitat” and ask them to sit down again.  When they don’t all fit, explain that in the wild these “animals” would have died or been forced to move.  What is a comfortable distance?  There is room for many more people, but when is it too uncomfortable?

6. Lead a brief discussion on how habitat can be limiting, especially with urban sprawl and growing populations of both humans and wildlife.

	National Research Council Science Education Standards




Professional Development

Professional Development Standard B  Professional development for teachers of science requires integrating knowledge of science, learning, pedagogy, and students;  it also requires applying that knowledge to science learning.

· Occur in a variety of places where effective science teaching can be illustrated and modeled.

· Address teachers’ needs as learners and build on their current knowledge of science content, teaching, and learning.

Professional Development Standard D  Professional development programs for teachers of science must be coherent and integrated.

· Collaboration among the people involved in programs, including teachers, teacher educators, teacher unions, scientists, administrators, policy makers, members of professional and scientific organizations, parents, and business people, with clear respect for the perspectives and expertise of each.

Content 

Content Standard C  Life Science

Regulation and Behavior.

Populations and ecosystems.

Content Standard F  Science in Personal and Social Perspectives

Populations, resources, and environments.

	References

Project WILD Activity Guide, pages 126-129.

	Resources

	http://dieoff.com/page112.htm
http://www.kdu.com/carry.html
http://mainland.cctt.org/biolab/carrying.htm
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