
Living Wetlands Interpretive Nature Trail 

Discovery Guide 

“You only need sit still long enough in some  
attractive spot in the woods that all its  

inhabitants may exhibit themselves to you by turns." 
 

- Henry David Thoreau 
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It’s easy and fun to learn about nature and our wild neighbors.  This     
Discovery Guide will help you observe and record the things you see, hear, 

smell, and feel around you while you enjoy the Preserve.  

Did you know that “NATURE” comes from the Latin word “nasci” meaning 
“to be born?” To study nature is to study the world around you and your 
place within it. You don’t need to know anything about plants or animals 
to explore the Living Wetlands Interpretive  Nature Trail; All you need is 

your curiosity and a little time. 

The Averill’s Viking Creek Wetland Preserve is home to the Living Wet-
lands Interpretive Nature Trail and is an integral part of the ecosystem in 

the Whitefish Lake Watershed*. In addition to acting as a filter to clean 

the water in Viking Creek before it flows to the lake, the wetland is also 
home to a multitude of species. If you observe closely, you might see 

them—or traces of them—along the trail.  

*A “watershed” is an area of land that contains a common set of streams 
and rivers that drain into a larger body of water (river, lake, or ocean) and 

where all living things are joined in a community. 

Introduction 
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Native Plant Garden Interpretive Stations
Entrance to the Preserve 

TOOLS: Pencil and eraser 

At the entrance of the Living Wetlands Interpretive Trail, there is a Native Plant 
Garden. Each plant is labeled with its scientific and common names. Using the 
pictures below, see if you can match these plants with their scientific names. 
Then write in the common name. 

Keep your eyes peeled for these 
plants as you walk through the 
Preserve. After you leave the 

Preserve, see if you notice any of 
them around your home, school 

or neighborhood. 

List the plants you see in other places 

Populus tremuloides 

ANSWERS 
1. Quaking aspen 
2.  Woods’ rose  
3.  Serviceberry 

4.  Red twigged dogwood  

Cornus baileyi  

Amelanchier alnifolia  

Rosa woodsii  

3

2

4

1

Example

Quaking Aspen Common Name  
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Hunt For Habitat 

Cavity trees are dead or dying trees that have 
been excavated by birds and small mammals. 
Occasionally these excavated holes can 
weaken the trees, causing them to break apart 
and fall down, which happened to the tree you 
see at interpretive station #1. 

They provide cover from predators, safe 
places to nest, raise young, hibernate and 
store food. Cavities are excavated by wood-
peckers, red- shafted flickers, squirrels, flying 
squirrels and other birds.

 1.  What wildlife do you think excavates cavities? 
 a. woodpeckers  c. flickers 
 b. squirrels   d.  all of the above 
 

2.  What wildlife might use cavities made by others as their homes? 
 a. owls   d. ducks 
 b. songbirds   e. black bears 
 c. raccoons   f. all of the above 
 

3. Other than for homes, for what other purpose do wildlife create cavi-
ties? 

 a. cover from predators c.  a place to hibernate 
 b. a place to store food d. all of the above 
 
4. Can you find other locations along the trail where wildlife have exca-
vated their homes? Keep an eye out as you walk through the wetland, when 
you visit a park,  or any other outdoor environment you visit in the future. 

TOOLS: Pencil, binoculars if you have them 

Interpretive Stations
1  Nothing Wasted 
2  Thirsty Cottonwood 
14  World’s Largest Organism? 

Answers:: 1. d;  2. f;  3. d 



6

My Special Spot 
TOOLS: Colored Pencils, eraser 

  What would you like to draw? How about some of the plants you see 
growing there? Or perhaps a fallen tree? 

  Use colors in your drawing that will remind you of your Special Spot. 
  Is there any wildlife nearby that you could add to your picture? 
  Try to name any plants or animals included in your drawing.  

Find your favorite spot along the trail -  a place where you can sit and draw 
something you find interesting. Hint: there are 6 benches along the trail. 

A Drawing of My Special Spot (You can even draw a map if you like!): 

Interpretive Stations
2  Thirsty Cottonwood 
3  Nature’s Engineers 
5  Nature’s Excavators 

Example “Special Spot” 
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TOOLS: Colored pencils, eraser, magnifying glass 

Micro-Trek Treasure Hunt Interpretive Stations
8  The Living Stream 
12  Shallow Rooted Spruce 

There are countless living creatures that call the Preserve home. From bears to 
beavers and woodpeckers to trout, there is a wide range of wildlife living here. 
Some of the creatures of the wetland are very small and might otherwise be 
unnoticed. The root- mass of the Engelmann spruce provides a unique micro 
habitat for mosses, lichens, insects, birds and small mammals.  

Below are some pictures of common inhabitants of these micro communi-
ties. First, see if you can spot evidence of them at the base of this up-

rooted spruce. Then, color the illustration based on what you see. 

squirrel

lichen
ant

Factoid: lichen is a combina-
tion of fungi and algae-  

Freddy fungus and Alice algae 
got together and their mar-
riage is on the rocks! 
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What’s Wrong With This Picture? Interpretive Stations
11 Recreating Wetlands 

TOOLS: Colored pencils, eraser 

The Preserve has been carefully protected to ensure a healthy habitat for wild-
life and humans to share. The Restoration Area includes land being restored 
from recent uses. For instance, the meadow was cleared of timber in the mid-
1990s, but still has small wetland pockets throughout it that support a variety 
of native wetland and wet- forest trees and shrubs.  

The restoration process involved planting native shrubs and trees to return it 
to a diverse landscape suitable for wetland species. Fencing and cages were 
installed to protect plants from deer browse, and fabric mat was placed on the 
ground to prevent weeds and reed canary grass from dominating the land. 

Below is a picture of a wetland in need of restoration. What do you think is needed 
to return it to its natural state? Were there other trees, shrubs, or wildlife? Use 

your colored pencils to draw in the missing plants and animals (there are some  
suggestions to the right and below the picture.) 
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TOOLS: Pencil and eraser 

Interpretive Stations
5  Nature’s Excavators 
9  A Creek Runs Through It 
10  What’s That Smell? 

 

Look, Sniff, Touch & Listen 

You may experience a variety of sights, smells, feelings and sounds in the Preserve. For 
this exercise, find a place along the trail where you can sit, relax and observe. Using 
your senses (sight, smell, touch and sound), identify what you notice around you.  

Sight: What do you see? Observe the  plants and wildlife around you. Keep in 
mind that some may be large but others may be very small. See if you can notice 
something you might have missed if you weren’t looking really carefully.  
 

 
 

Smell: Describe how this spot smells. How many different smells do you notice? 
From where or what do you think those smells come from? 
 

 
 

Touch: Observe the things you can feel. Touch a leaf or the bark of a tree. Can 
you describe how it feels? 
 
 
 
Sound” Close your eyes. What kind of sounds do you hear? The wetland is home to 
a variety of noises - see if you can pick them out. Are there birds singing? How 
many different bird songs can you hear? 
 
 
 
 

Is there wind rustling through the trees? What does it sound like? 

 
 
 
 
 

Do you hear the sound of water? Where is it coming from and what makes it 
sound the way it does? 
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Vertical Poem 
Interpretive Stations
9  A Creek Runs Through It 
12  Shallow Rooted Spruce 
13  Enchanted Forest 

 TOOLS: Pencil and eraser 

This is an example of a Vertical Poem: 

White flowers of the 

Enchanter’s Nightshade bloom 

Tell of summer shade and 

Long, sunny days 

Animals and insects come to life 

Nature buzzing everywhere 

Delighting in the season 

Use one of the words below that 
describes a feature of the Pre-
serve. Using each letter of the 
word, create a line in your poem 
about the area. 

Possible Word Choices 

Water 

Trees 

Roots 

Moss 

Soil 

Shade 

Birds 

Bugs 

Fish 

Leaf 
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Who Eats Who? 
TOOLS: Pencil and eraser 

Interpretive Stations
4  A Changed Fishery 
8  The Living Stream 
9  A Creek Runs Through It 

All living creatures provide food for each other in a “food chain.” Plants are 
eaten by certain wildlife, which are in turn food for other wildlife.  

Draw  a picture of a food chain using the creatures below and arrows to show how 
these plants and animals of the wetland are food for one another 

Example

Aquatic Insects 

Brook Trout 

Eagle

Plants

Trees

Squirrel



12

Bird Watch 
Interpretive Stations
2  Thirsty Cottonwood 
5  Nature’s Excavators 

 
TOOLS: Pencil, eraser, binoculars 

Can you identify any of the birds in the Preserve? If you listen closely, you may 
hear a variety of bird songs. See if you can hear the bird sounds listed below. 
Can you tell where they are coming from? 

American Robin 

Ruby Crowned Kinglet 

Pileated Woodpecker 

Cheerily 

Cheeriup 

Cheerio 

Cheeriup 

Tsee tsee tsee 

Tur tur tur 

Tur tur tur 

Tee-da-lett 

Wuk 

Wuk 

Wuk 
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Signs of Wildlife Interpretive Stations
5  Nature’s Excavators 
6  Tree Carving for Bears Only 

 TOOLS: Pencil, eraser, binoculars 

In addition to scat and large footprints, 
bears tend to also leave marks in trees. 

Do you see the marks made by bears on three 
surrounding trees at station #6 ? ____________ 

How do you think the bear made those mark-
ings? _______________________________________ 

Why do you think a bear might mark a tree 
like that?___________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
There are many bears moving through the Pre-

serve because bear food is easily found here, in-
cluding roots, tubers, buds, twigs, worms, grubs, 

insects, fish and carrion.  

Are any birds or animals currently living in these holes? 
________If so, what kind?_____________________________ 

_____________________________________________________

Can you hear any woodpeckers  or other wildlife ex-
cavating in the  Preserve right now? ________________ 

Pileated Woodpeckers typically build large rectangular 
nests with multiple entrances in the cavities of dead 

tress. In April of each year, the males excavate holes to 
attract females and rear their young. 

The nests are abandoned after the brood is raised and 
the woodpeckers rarely return to the same hole twice. 
The large holes they leave behind provide homes for a 

variety of other species such as owls, songbirds, ducks, 

Do you notice the various holes made by woodpeck-
ers in the Preserve? ____________Count how many you 
see and write the number here_______________________ 
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New Trees Old Trees Interpretive Stations
Any Location 
3  Nature’s Engineers 

TOOLS: Pencil and eraser 

Dead and broken down trees can 
provide food and shelter for many 
species in the wetland. Some of 
the fallen tree branches take root 
in the moist soil and sprout easy-
to- reach foliage, providing low-
growing food for many species. 

Trees felled by beavers seem to us 
like destruction, but beavers keep 
water systems healthy as they en-
gineer complex stream habitat 
and wetlands used by numerous 
other species. 

FIND A DEAD FALLEN TREE 

What do you think caused this tree 
to fall down? (Beavers? Wind? Snow?) 
 

 

Are there any signs of wildlife living 
on this fallen tree, like moss or         
lichen or fungi? 

 

Check out the tree that was felled 
by a beaver at interpretive site #3. 
Do you see how it chewed the tree 
to take it down? Do you see other 
plants growing on and around the 
tree? _______________________________ 

How do fallen trees benefit the 
wildlife of the wetlands?  
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Fish and Water Bugs Interpretive Stations
4  A Changed Fishery 
8  The Living Stream 
9  A Creek Runs Through It TOOLS: Pencil, eraser, magnifying glass 

Rivers, streams and creeks are all names for water that flows from higher to lower 
elevation on the earth’s surface. Typically rivers are the largest, creeks are the 

smallest, and streams are in the middle.  

At one of the three bridges that cross over Viking Creek, stop for a few minutes 
and look into the water. Historically, native westslope cutthroat trout inhabited Vi-

king Creek but they have been displaced in modern times by non- native brook 
trout. Brook trout spawn in October in small pockets of gravel found in the Creek. 
Using their tail fin, a female constructs a shallow nest called a redd where she de-
posits eggs.  The male fertilizes the eggs in the water; later the female covers them 

with gravel. 

If you are very still (and very lucky!), you may see a fish darting through the creek. 
Even if you do not see any fish in the creek, aquatic insects may be easier to spot 

as they flip and skid across the surface of the water. Caddisflies, mayflies and 
stoneflies all make their homes in the Preserve. Dragonflies are also found in the 

Preserve and are at the top of the “bug” food chain.  

Using the examples below, see if you can spot some 
of the more popular aquatic insects in and around 

Viking Creek. 

Top: Mayfly 
Left:  Dragonfly 
Right:  Water scorpion 
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Early Inhabitants 
TOOLS: Pencil and eraser 

Interpretive Stations
Any Location 
2    Thirsty Cottonwood 

The Salish and Pend d’Orielle tribes were some of the earliest inhabitants of 
this area. They lived in their traditional ways gathering plants for food and 
medicine from local resources, hunting deer and elk, and fishing. The black 
cottonwood was an important source for the Salish and Pend d’Orielle, using 

the inner bark and resin to treat various ailments. Dogwood was used for 
making baskets and fish traps. 

1. Nqeylk’um 

2. Eplxyu 

3. Snyelmn 

4. Ocq?etk 

5. Qlispe 

6. Ncmqnetk 

7. ?ilqsa 

Guess which Salish 
words match the English 
town names on the right. 

Big Fork 

Whitefish 

Kalispell 

Pablo 

Polson 

Ronan 

St. Ignatius 

             Answers:  
1. Bigfork  5.Kalispell 
2. Whitefish  6. Polson 
3. St. Ignatius  7. Pablo  
4  Ronan   

Example 
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Life in the Wetland Interpretive Stations
Any Location 

TOOLS: Pencil, eraser, magnifying glass, binoculars if you have them 

Take a walk along the trail and try to notice what is going on around you. 
There is always something happening among the creatures in the Preserve. In 
the box below, list 5 things you notice in the wetland. Use descriptive words. 

Example: 

Five Things I Notice 

1. A small skinny snake slithering 
through the grass. 

2. Dark green spruce trees next to 
bright yellow aspen trees. 

3. A flock of geese flying overhead. 

4. The trickling of water in the 
creek. 

5. Dark gray clouds. 
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Introduction to Field Journaling 
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Field journaling is a fun way to learn more about nature. Describing plants and wildlife around 
you, drawing examples of animals and insects, and taking detailed notes about your sur-

roundings are the basic tools to becoming a naturalist. And you don’t need to be an artist to 
sketch what you see in nature! Choose a location on the trail where you can sit and study the 

environment around you. Using the following questions, describe and draw your surroundings.  

Interpretive Stations
Any Location Keeping a Naturalist’s Field 

Journal: 1 
TOOLS: Pencil and colored pencils, eraser, ruler, magnifying glass, binoculars if you have them 

Name: 

Date: 

Location: 

Weather: 

Time: 

What kinds of trees do you see around you ?  Draw one of the leaves 
from a tree in this box—include measurements if you have a ruler. 

Are there any clouds in the sky? Can you describe them? Try to 
draw them based on the example provided. 

Sample Clouds 

Sample Leaf Drawing 

Draw your leaf here 

Draw your clouds here 
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Field journaling is a fun way to learn more about nature. Describing plants and wildlife around 
you, drawing examples of animals and insects, and taking detailed notes about your sur-

roundings are the basic tools to becoming a naturalist. And you don’t need to be an artist to 
sketch what you see in nature! Choose a location on the trail where you can sit and study the 

environment around you. Using the following questions, describe your surroundings.  

Interpretive Stations
Any Location Keeping a Naturalist’s Field 

Journal: 2 
TOOLS: Pencil and colored pencils, eraser, ruler, magnifying glass, binoculars if you have them 

Look and listen around your immediate area. What 
kinds of wildlife activity do you see or hear?  

Do you see any wildlife tracks? Try drawing a smaller version below of what you see. 

Sample Tracks 

Name: 

Date: 

Location: 

Weather: 

Time: 

Your Drawing Here 



21

Information for Parents and Teachers 

HUNT FOR HABITAT 

Interpretive Stations
1  Nothing Wasted 
2  Thirsty Cottonwood 
14  World’s Largest Organism? 

This activity asks students to find and 
identify types of wildlife habitat. From tree 
cavities to aspen groves, students will de-
scribe the different animal “homes” they 
see.

MY SPECIAL SPOT 
Interpretive Stations
2  Thirsty Cottonwood 
3  Nature’s Engineers 
5  Nature’s Excavators 
6  Tree Carving for Bears Only 

This is an art project, asking students to 
draw evidence they see of wildlife, such as 
beaver- felled trees, the bear- scratched 
tree and other markings made by animals.  

MICRO-TREK TREASURE HUNT 
Using reference illustrations of some of the 
smaller species in the Preserve, this activity 
sends students out to discover the micro-
habitats of the Preserve. They will embark 
on a “treasure hunt” for insects and plants 
and have an opportunity to color drawings 
of what they find. 

WHAT’S WRONG WITH THIS PICTURE? 

Interpretive Stations
8  The Living Stream 
12  Shallow Rooted Spruce 
 

Students are provided with a picture of a 
wetland in need of restoration. Having been 
used for human purposes, the wetland will 
be missing some of its necessary compo-
nents. This activity asks students to draw 
what they regard as essential missing pieces 
of a healthy wetland.  

Interpretive Stations
11 Recreating Wetlands 

NATIVE PLANT GARDEN 
In this activity students will match up native 
plant photos with their scientific and com-
mon names. Students will gain experience 
identifying plants, and solidify their knowl-
edge of native plants.

Interpretive Stations
Entrance of the Preserve 
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VERTICAL POEM 

Interpretive Stations
9  A Creek Runs Through It 
12  Shallow Rooted Spruce 
13  Enchanted Forest 
 

This is a creative exercise in which students 
compose a poem describing the Preserve. It 
calls for a little creativity while having some 
boundaries.

WHO EATS WHO? 

Interpretive Stations
4  A Changed Fishery 
8  The Living Stream 
9  A Creek Runs Through It 

Students arrange a wetland food chain. 
Starting with the sun and plants, this exer-
cise asks students to configure an illustra-
tion based on elemental roles in the food 
system.

BIRDWATCH 

Interpretive Stations
2  Thirsty Cottonwood 
5  Nature’s Excavators 
 

Illustrations of birds and descriptions of their 
songs are provided in this exercise to help 
students learn to observe local bird life.

SIGNS OF WILDLIFE Students learn to notice evidence of wild-
life. Starting at interpretive station #6, they 
will analyze bear markings and be asked to 
think about why they were made. They are 
then asked to look for other signs of wild-
life activity such as woodpecker cavities 
and animal tracks.  

Interpretive Stations
5 Nature’s Excavators 
6  Tree Carving for Bears Only 
 

LOOK, SNIFF, TOUCH & LISTEN 

Interpretive Stations
5  Nature’s Excavators 
9  A Creek Runs Through It 
10  What’s That Smell? 
 

This activity encourages students to observe 
their surroundings like a naturalist would; 
using their senses. They are asked to identify 
the different sounds, smells, sights and feel-
ings of the Preserve. 
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NEW TREES, OLD TREES 
Students will learn the importance of new and 
old growth in the Preserve. Older trees provide 
seeds for new ones, and dead and dying trees 
provide food and habitat for surrounding spe-
cies. Students learn that healthy wetlands in-
volve plants in all different stages of life—as 
important parts of the ecosystem. 

Interpretive Stations
Any Location 

FISH AND BUGS 
This activity is geared toward identification of 
easily seen aquatic insects while answering 
questions about the fish living in the area. 
They will gain knowledge of the numerous or-
ganisms living in the creek, and how the creek 
benefits numerous life forms in the Preserve.  

Interpretive Stations
4  A Changed Fishery 
8  The Living Stream 
9  A Creek Runs Through It 

EARLY INHABITANTS 

Interpretive Stations
Any Location 

Students will learn more about the Native 
American heritage of the Whitefish area by 
identifying Salish names for well known 
places.  

LIFE IN THE WETLAND 
This exercise will help students notice the 
natural world around them. By identifying the 
random occurrences they see, they will be-
come more familiar with the inner workings 
of the wetland, while having the freedom to 
write creatively. 

Interpretive Stations
Any Location 

These exercises teach the basics of Field 
Journaling. Students experience  document-
ing the weather, their location, time of day, 
temperature and cloud formations. They will 
be asked questions regarding animal and 
weather activity. 

Interpretive Stations
Any Location 

KEEPING A NATURALIST’S FIELD JOURNAL #1 &#2 
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Wetland Activities and Montana Curriculum Standards 
 
Montana science curriculum standards suggest that fifth grade students should 
be able to demonstrate scientific knowledge when proposing solutions for sim-
ple environmental problems. Activities in this Discovery Guide will encourage 
students to engage in scientific discovery that addresses solutions to environ-
mental issues. Students will learn about the interrelationships of organisms, 
particularly in this wetland environment. 
 
In “Restore This Picture,” “Hunt for Habitat,” “Make a Food Chain,” “Birdwatch” 
and “Look, Sniff, Touch & Listen,” students will demonstrate their ability to iden-
tify a variety of organisms and species, identify ecological structures, and de-
scribe functions and processes of biotic and abiotic systems. In these exercises 
they will be asked to take notice of the interactions between the Preserve’s wild-
life, and contemplate the importance of conserving natural spaces in urban ar-
eas. 
 
“Early Inhabitants” was created to make students aware of Montana’s Native 
American cultural and historical contributions through an introduction to their 
languages. In  “Who Eats Who,” students will put to test their science inquiry 
skills and consider relationships between wetlands species to build a food chain. 
 
The two “Keeping a Naturalist’s Field Journal” exercises were developed to show 
students how to observe the Preserve as naturalists, taking notice of the 
weather, climate, sights, sounds and wildlife behaviors in the Preserve. In 
“Keeping a Naturalist’s Field Journal,” and the “Vertical Poem,” participants will 
practice observing and describing this unique wetland ecosystem.  
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Glossary

Abiotic: (adjective) In ecology, these are non- living chemical and physical 
factors of an environment which affect ecosystems such as soil, water, air, 
temperature & sunlight 

Biotic: (adjective) Biotic describes a living or once living component of a 
community; for example organisms, such as plants and animals 

Brood: (noun) The young of an animal, especially young birds, that are born 
and reared together (like brothers and sisters raised together) 

Diverse: (adjective) Made up of many differing parts or components 

Excavate:  (verb) to make a hole or cavity in something by removing the ma-
terial inside 

Fell felled: (noun) To cut down a tree 

Micro habitat: (noun) In ecology, it is a small habitat -  the natural conditions 
and environment in which small plants and/or animals live 

Multitude: (noun) A very large number of things 

Native: (adjective) Plants, animals, and microorganisms that originated, de-
veloped or naturalized to a given area in geologic time. 

Predator: (noun) A carnivorous animal that hunts, kills, and eats other ani-
mals in order to survive, or any other organism that behaves in a similar 
manner

Preserve: (noun) An area of water or land owned by the government or a 
conservation group, where wildlife, plants, or geographic features are pro-
tected

Rear: (verb) To bring up and care for a young one

Redd: (noun) A hollow that is scooped out in the gravel of a river bed for 
spawning by fish such as trout and salmon 

Restoration: (noun) The restoring of something to an earlier and usually 
better condition
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Glossary

Here’s a place for you to write definitions of other new words you learn. 
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