
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Healthy Habitats Have Native Plants 
  
Audience/Group Setting 
This activity is written for a classroom or camp style program. However it can be adapted to 
function as a tabletop/display board activity at events.  
 
Goal 
To identify that native plants provide many benefits that help to create healthier habitats.  
 
Objectives 
Through this activity participants will be able to: 

1. List some of the benefits of native plants  
2. List some of the problems with invasive plants 
3. Identify native and non-native plants for their region 
4. Use this information to make landscaping choices for a mock habitat 

 
Big Idea/Main Message 
Through our landscape choices humans have an impact on the environment. Making wise plant 
choices can create healthy habitats, reduce invasive species and promote positive environmental 
stewardship.  
 
Environmentally Responsible Behavior Addressed 
Become a Champion for Wildlife – Keep Habitats Healthy.  
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Background Information 
A native plant is one that is naturally occurring in a particular region. In reference to North America 
it is a species that existed in the landscape prior to European settlement.  
 
A non-native plant (exotic species) is a species of plant occurring outside of its historical, natural 
range. Note: not all non-native plants are invasive.  
 
An invasive plant is a plant that grows and reproduces rapidly and is able to establish itself over a 
large area of land. This rapid growth allows for invasive species to take over areas and displace 
native plants.  
 
There are many benefits to native plants.  

1. Native plants live longer than many exotic species.  
2. Native plants are more tolerant to local weather and soil conditions.  
3. Native plants enhance the natural biodiversity of an area.  
4. Native plants are more beneficial to native wildlife, providing more food and shelter.  
5. Native plants require less water, fertilizer and maintenance than many exotic species.  

 
There are many problems associated with invasive plant species.  

1. Invasive plants can crowd out native plants by reducing the available light, water and 
other resources.  

2. Invasive plants reproduce quickly and spread beyond their intended areas invading a 
variety of habitats.  

3. Invasive plants can alter the soil’s ability to hold water.  
4. Invasive plants can hybridize with native species and alter the genetic make up of a plant.  
5. Invasive plants can harbor pathogens that affect native plants.  
6. Invasive plants can contain toxins which are lethal to local wildlife.  

 
People can help to create healthier habitats by making wise choices when it comes to home 
landscaping. Use as many native plants as possible around your home. If you do choose to plant a 
non-native species of plant, be sure that it is not invasive.  
 
Materials Needed 

1. Two sets of variety of photos of different types of plants. Be sure to include equal numbers of 
native and non-native species for the area. The non-native plants should be mounted on red 
background paper and the native species should be mounted on green background paper. 
These pictures should include a range of plant types including trees, shrubs, flowers, 
groundcover, foliage, etc.  

2. Two poster sized displays of a generic house and backyard with only grass. This will be where 
the participants will place the pictures from #1 to create their landscaping. 

 
Suggestion: These materials should be laminated to facilitate reuse in the future.   
 
Staff 
This activity would need to be facilitated by one staff person or volunteer.  
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Length of Activity 
20-30 minutes 
 
Set Up 
Gather materials listed above.  
 
Procedures 

1. Divide the participants into two groups. Each group should receive one backyard poster and 
one set of plant pictures. Explain to the class that they have just moved into a new home and 
there are no plants in the backyard. Challenge each group to work together to determine 
what plants they want to put in their landscape using the laminated photos. The groups can 
tape their photos around their backyard.  

2. Once the groups have finished explain that the plants with green backgrounds are worth one 
point and that they lose a point for each plant they used that has a red background. Have 
each group tally their points.  

3. Discuss that the plants on the green background are all native to the area and that those with 
the red background are non-native species. Discuss the definitions of native, non-native and 
invasive.  

4. Ask the group to consider why native plants might be a better environmental choice. As 
much as time allows let the participants discover the correct answers through discussion. At 
the conclusion of the discussion summarize the benefits of native plants.  

5. Ask the group to consider why invasive plants are detrimental to the environment.  
6. Have the groups revisit their original backyard designs. Challenge them to improve upon the 

landscape by changing some of their plant choices.  
 
Extensions 

1. Native Plant Scavenger Hunt – provide small groups with field guides and digital cameras. 
Challenge each group to identify and photograph as many native plants as possible on 
zoo/aquarium grounds within a designated time frame.  

 
National Science Education Standards 
Diversity and Adaptations 
Populations, Resources and Environments 
 


