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Self Selected Learning Assignment – Wildlife at Occoquan Bay National Wildlife Refuge


Friday morning, on November 2nd, the self selected group that chose the Occoquan trip arrived at the National Wildlife Refuge in Belmont Bay. For three hours, we walked, hiked, observed, listened, and learned about the various wildlife located here. The Occoquan National Wildlife Refuge was established in 1988 – and was originally a military research site of over 600 acres and situated between the Potomac and Occoquan Rivers. It is a home to many different types of wildlife: including birds, plants, insects, and rodents. There are probably over 200 bird species alone – some of which were there the morning of the trip. 


We observed many different types of birds such as the mockingbird, blackbird, blue jay, American crow, fishing crow, and some sort of a woodpecker (we did not actually see this; we simply heard its call). The mockingbird was the first bird we came across and I found it to be a rather interesting species. They listen to the call of other birds and learn their songs, then can repeat it right back – essentially they mimic, or “mock” other bird’s songs. The blackbirds we witnessed toward the end of the trip by the wetland areas – they however were in trees in the distance. The blackbirds swarmed around a particular tree making a ruckus and we believed perhaps there was an owl or some enemy in the tree. Blackbirds tend to patronize enemies like owls in swarms and try to get their enemies out of their territory so there is less competition for food. As for the blue jay, I did not see it, but I heard it and was informed that it was the call of that bird, but the two crows however I observed myself. The American crow and the fishing crow look very similar but they have two distinct songs calls which make it so you can tell them apart and also the fishing crow is a tad bit smaller. 


In the grassland areas we looked at the different wildflowers that had late blooms and were still around despite the colder weather. We found one or two, but what was actually interesting were the rodent species that were in the grasslands as well. Apparently Professor Underwood set up traps with aluminum cages and peanut butter to see if he could catch some of the species to show us. He was after the Meadow vole mouse, which is commonly known as a meadow or a field mouse. His traps were unsuccessful as they carved their way out by gnawing on the aluminum with their teeth. So then, we continued on to the forested areas. In the forest we found many plants – and specifically a wide variety of trees. After an exercise, we found at least six different kinds of leaves just in one area of the forest. One specific group of leaves I noticed was those of the oak trees. We had leaves from a white oak, a red oak, and a black oak. When holding them together I could see clear differences in the leaf’s shape, size, and texture even though they were all oaks. Other leaves from trees like the pine tree were even more different too – it really made me think about and realize the diversity of plants in the refuge. In fact, looking at every different species at the Occoquan made me think about the diversity of species in a broader sense, too.
Take Away Idea:

The idea I’d take away from this experience would probably be not to take advantage of the accessibility I have to the wildlife refuge. The refuge is located in my neighborhood and I had really only gone there one time before for a stroll to look at the scenery. Now that I have gone there on scientific circumstances, the place seems much more interesting and it’s right in my backyard. Hopefully I can take the time to go back and do my own observations outside of the classroom, see how many species of birds I can spot, or just learn about wildlife there in general.

Most challenging concepts:

The most challenging concept I found was trying to understand the purpose of Professor Underwood’s experiment. He mentioned he was trying to get a rough idea of the population of the rodents in the refuge this year since they vastly change up and down. What I didn’t quite understand was how one can determine the rodent’s population, especially through setting only a hundred traps – which does not guarantee the population’s number in itself. I’d like to know how one can figure out how many rodents there are in the refuge, and if anyone has found out – what the number is as it stands now.
A Seminar Question:


There was a point of which Mason Neck and certain areas of this wildlife refuge were going to be torn down for urbanization and the setting up of homes and various other buildings and development. Do you believe that it was a good choice to keep the reservation intact, or should it have undergone development? Why? Is it important to have a refuge like this, and if so, what is its importance? What does it contribute?

Competency:


Group interaction is a key competency that has been reflected in this self selected assignment – not simply among the human observers but also among the wildlife. Interaction takes place on our level through observing and reporting our observations to one another and seeking interpretation. We may happen to spot a bird and Professor Underwood would be able to tell us the species and follow up information, whereas Professor Grymes could provide information pertaining the habitat and environment, and we would follow through with questioning and learning. As for the wildlife, we saw group interaction through the birds calling out to each other whether it was for mating, hunting, or other various calls. The blackbird incident with the owl in the tree was a massive group interaction where the blackbirds work together to scare their rival or enemy away. 


Critical thinking also was important on this field trip. Posing the right questions to learn as much as you can about the wildlife requires such thinking. Also, trying to find the answers to said questions needs critical thinking, too. Observing and noting the differences between the different oak leaves and trying to figure out why the differences were there is important to this competency. It takes a thinker to understand why these changes have taken place, such as for the reasons of predators, weather, or other environmental pressures.


I believe I have always been great with group interaction – I am pretty good at interpersonal skills, so I haven’t noticed any novelty improvement, but I’m sure I gain some through each experience I have in it. My study group and I get along well and I try to contribute what I can in seminar classes too. As for critical thinking – I find myself mediocre. Asking the questions I did at the Naturalist museum and the Mason Pond, atop of this trip, I am gaining experience in critical thinking. It’s not so much of knowing which questions to ask, but more so finding answers to my questions that I need to work on and hopefully improve myself.   
Connection:


The best connection I can make this trip is to the other observational trips and exercises we had involving the Naturalist Center and the Mason Pond. The activities had the same purpose in that we were to look at species in different environments and observe them to see any differences between them and other species and to see how they adapted to their environment based off of their traits. The purpose was to see how species have evolved and adapted based off of their environmental pressures and also to see how they live in their habitat. These trips were all meant to broaden our horizons of understanding of wildlife and species in general.

Vocabulary:

1. Transmogrification – the act of changing into a different for or appearance  

2. Meadow vole mouse – a species of mouse that lives in open areas, particularly fields and grassy areas; in winter they move through underground tunnels to stay warm and they eat seeds, oats, and other foods. 

3. Mason Neck – peninsula of 9000 acres (6000 of which are public) which has environmental, historic, and recreational opportunities
Key Concepts:

1. Purpose of the wildlife refuge

The purpose of the refuge is to provide a natural area for wildlife to live. Most areas are being developed and urbanized, and the refuge is a place where wildlife can have a safe home where they do not have to worry about construction, hunting, and any other human interference. It also provides a place where humans can see these wildlife in a natural setting and learn from them.

2. Natural selection in the refuge

Even in the wildlife refuge there is a natural selection of species. There are two types of mice that are after the same food (the meadow vole and another species) but one species could survive in woods and grass, whereas the other species could only survive in grass. The mice that can get the food from both locations have an advantage and make it easier for them to eat than a species that can only get it from the grasses. If food in the grasses runs out, but still remains in the wood due to less competition, the species that can survive in both woods and grass is more likely to survive. 

3. Competition between species with limited resources

This was exemplified with the black birds and the owl in the tree. The blackbirds hunt during the day while the owls hunt at night – however they have competition with the prey since they go after the same food. As a result, the two species are enemies or rivals, and even to the extent that they try to scare one another out of their respective territories. This competition for resources does not merely just include the owls and blackbirds – but all species of the refuge and the whole domain of life. 
