Study of a Rotten Log
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(A rotten stump may also be used.)
Learning Expectations

1. Examine and identify as many living and non-
living forms of life found in or on a rotten log.
2. Appreciate the ecological value of a rotten log
as a living and changing micro-community.

Background Information

Rotten logs are an important part of a living
community. They provide homes for animals
and a place where certain plants can grow. The
log eventually decays into soil, changing its
texture, colour, depth, water-holding abilities
and richness. In this activity, you will explore
the many features of a rotten log.

Materials

rotten log (or a rotten stump)

plant and animal identification books
hand lenses

writing material and data sheets

Procedure

1. Observe and record as many things as you can
about a rotten log on your area assigned to
study.

Be sure not to tear the log apart. If you lift up
the bark to look for living things, put the

bark back in place.
Complete the provided sheets summarizing the

living plants and evidence of animal life in or on
the log.

2. What species of tree was it? (Look at the bark,
wood structure.)
3. How did the tree die? What evidence is there
to support your statement?
4. Approximately how long ago was the tree
felled?
5. (a) Locate the tree’s stump. Before it decom-
poses, a stump can offer clues about its past.
Every year a tree adds a growth ring to the
wood. When the tree is cut down, the rings are
seen as concentric circles on the stump. Rings
vary in size depending on many environmental
factors, including weather, injuries, competition,
etc. Count the rings from the center out. How
old was the tree when it fell?
(b) Was the tree’s growth the same each year?
If not, in which years did the tree make good
growth (wider rings)?

igns of decay.



Observations

Living plants in or on the log.

Plant Name Location Seed Source Effect on Log
Evidence of animals in or on the log.
Animal Name Evidence Food Eaten Enemies
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Tree species

How did the tree die?

Evidence

How long ago did the tree fall?
Tree age when felled.

Analysis of tree growth:

Signs of decay:

Discussion

1. How does this log help new plants to grow in
the community?

2. What effect do animals have on the log?

3. What will this log eventually become?

4. As a log decays, it passes through a number of
stages (referred to as succession) before it de-
cays completely. Each stage in this succession
has a special community of living things. These
organisms use up their food, or otherwise
change their environment. Then they can no
longer live there. Next, they are succeeded by
other organisms that can live in the changed
environment. From your field observations and
research, identify these stages of decay by listing
the order of appearance of animals, plants and
their effects on the log.

5. What factors affect the rate of decay for a log
or a stump?
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This activity has been adapted from the hand-out
Field Study Manual, prepared by the Outdoor
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