Duckweed Population Lab

A population count using Duckweed is an easy lab.  Duckweed (Lemna major) is a small, plant that looks like a mini lily pad.  It can be found in some local ponds and lakes, can be ordered from supply catalogs or I find it by calling around to local plant nurseries that sell water garden supplies and have it taking over their ponds.  These nurseries are usually happy to give you for free all that you can carry home.  Even some local fish supply stores will get it in with the aquatic plant shipments and will let you come and take it out of the aquariums for them.

Take petri dish and have each group of students (2-4 in a group) pick out with a toothpick four individual duckweed.  Duckweed reproduces both sexually and asexually and will reproduce until it completely covers the container that it is in.  Then, as it continues to reproduce it will force some down under the water and those will die.  This lab is perfect for demonstrating exponential growth and carrying capacity.  

Each day record the number of Duckweed found in the petri dish.  It will take about 4 to 5 weeks for the Duckweed to grow exponentially and then reach the carrying capacity.  You can then have the students graph the data and have them answer conclusion questions.
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Conclusion:

1.  Has this population reached the carrying capacity of the test tube?

2.  What are the limiting factors for population growth of Duckweed?

3.  What would happen in a lake or pond if Duckweed completely covered the

     surface?  What environmental effects might this have?

4.  Can any organism exhibit exponential population growth forever?  What

     happens to a population that is above its carrying capacity?

5.  Do you believe there will be a point when the human population, which is growing exponentially, will reach the carrying capacity of the earth?  Why or why not?

