Keeping Slugs, Snails, Roly Polies, Worms, and Meal Worms in the Classroom

Note: A book that I highly recommend to learn how to attract and maintain living things in the classroo, and to get ideas for child friendly experiments is Creepy Crawlies and the Scientific Method: More that 100 Hands-On Science Experiments for Children by Sally Kneidel available at Amazon for under $15.
SLUGS, LAND SNAILS, AND ROLY POLIES


What you need:



A large, escape proof, water tight container with air holes in the lid.



Gravel (aquarium gravel or gravel from Home Depot)



Soil (from backyard or potting soil)



Rocks, branches 



Sphagnum moss (at pet store)



A clean spray bottle



Dechlorinated (aged) water, or declorination drops


Fresh Vegetables, sliced apples or potatoes and other food

You can use a five to ten gallon small aquarium with a screen lid (Pet Store) that locks for a container. I use a Sterlite Clear Plastic 18-Quart Storage Container with tight fitting clamp on top. I use a small electric drill to drill 40 holes in the lid. Slugs can push their way out of unsecured lids.

Put ½-1 inch of gravel on the bottom of the container to help with drainage. Cover with 2 -3 inches of dirt or potting soil. Add a few rocks, and rotting branches that the slugs and roly polies can hide under. Cover about 1/4th of the dirt with sphagnum or terrarium moss (pet store) to help keep moisture in the container. It is very important to keep the container damp but not dripping wet.
Either use declorination drops (pet store) or age any water that you use with slugs or snails. To age water, put the water in a bucket and let it sit for a week. Chlorinated water is poisonous to slugs and snails because that absorb water through their skin.

Fill a new spray bottle with the aged/dechlorinated water. Mist the habitat every day so that it's damp but not wet. Try to keep the container between 60-70 degrees F. 
Wash and dry any food you feed the slugs, snails or roly polies. Roly polies can eat decomposing vegetables, but slugs and snails need fresh vegetables. (Slugs love cooked carrots!) Try different vegetables. Usually kale, bok choy, mustard greens, lettuce other than iceberg, peeled cucumber works but different slugs like different things. If you have snails, put in a piece of cuttle bone (pet store) to keep its shell strong.

Clean out uneaten food. Don't let the habitat get too wet.
FYI

Roly Polies are crustaceans, not insects. They have gill-like breathing structures that must stay moist. They do not have a waxy covering that insects have. To retain water they need to be in dark, damp places.
EARTHWORMS AND NIGHT CRAWLERS
I keep worms in moist dirt in cylinder shaped clear plastic parmesan containers that have lids with holes in the top. Any somewhat narrow clear container will do. I cover the sides with black construction paper held on with a rubber band. Students can remove the black paper to see the earthworms. I put decomposing plants on top of the dirt.  I keep night crawlers that I buy at the pet store in their original container in the refrigerator so that they stay in hibernation and live longer.
The "small" night crawlers are about 4 inches long. They are easier to observe than earthworms. 

MEALWORMS (TENEBRIO BEETLE LARVAE)

What you need:


A large container


A gallon size plastic bag of wheat bran

I use a Sterlite Clear Plastic 18-Quart Storage Container. Pour the wheat bran into the container. Add 50 - 100 mealworms (pet store). I cover the container when students are present to prevent an accidental spillage of wheat bran and then open it after school to prevent a bad odor in the container. The mealworms live in and eat the bran. They need a couple of slices of a potato or a damp crumpled paper towel to obtain water. Change the potato slices a couple times a week. In about 2- 6 weeks they go into a pupa stage and eventually, if conditions are right, turn into tenebrio beetles. The beetles have wings but don't fly and they don't crawl out of the container. After many weeks, the bran may need to be changed and the mealworms sifted out. If you smell a strong, ammonia-like odor, it's time to change the bran.
FYI

About this Daily Classroom Special
Critter Corner is maintained by Judith Jones, teacher at East Chapel Hill High School (NC) and Teachers Network web mentor.  

To the Critter Corner Directory.

Scientific Name: Tenebrio molitor 

General Physical Description: The darkling beetle gets to be about 15-20 millimeters long. The antennae are like thin beaded threads (great to look at with a magnifying glass!). They are dull black or brown and sometimes have a little red. Their eyes are notched. The larvae (meal worm) are about 30-35 millimeters long when full sized (although other varieties may be larger). It is golden colored and segmented (13-15 segments). There are little "foot-like" protuberances on the ventral side attached to three anterior segments (future beetle legs). 

Behavior: The larvae tend to cluster on the crumpled and moistened paper towels that I put into their aquarium. The beetles can be found foraging all throughout the bran. 

Reproduction: Beetles undergo complete metamorphosis - egg, larva, pupa, and adult. Tenebrio beetles lay their eggs in the grain; the eggs hatch into tiny larvae (meal worms) that eat merrily away and grow rapidly. Eventually, they will change into a pupa out of which the adult beetle will emerge. The larvae go through a series of stages called "instars." Each instar is preceded by a molting of the old skin. The female beetle emits pheromones that attract the males. A male and female beetle mate and the male deposits sperm inside the female. 

Classroom Habitat: I set up a large plastic aquarium filled with bran (about 6 inches in depth). I put a container of meal worms from the bait shop into the aquarium. I keep moisture on top of the bran by slicing apples or potatoes and/or moistening crumpled up paper towels. Then I just sit back and wait. Within a few weeks, I have beetles! One of my beginning activities involves students observing the beetles and larvae and trying to draw them in as much detail as possible. My ninth grade students are always quite surprised to discover that there is a relationship between the golden "worms" and the dark black beetles! 

Native Habitat and Role in the Environment: There are many genera of darkling beetles. They live under bark, in and around rotten wood, on the ground or in termite and ant nests. They are scavengers; they feed on organic matter that is decaying. Tenebrio molitor lives in grain and is considered a pest by farmers. As with many other creatures, they may be considered negative for humans when in fact they are vital to the global environment. The darkling beetles and their larvae are first class recyclers of organic material. In Mexico, certain beetle larvae are served with rice and others are in bottle of the Mexican liquor, mescal. In the United States, our fascination with the mescal larvae has resulted in a tequila-flavored lollipop that has the Tenebrio larva trapped inside. 
Food and Feeding Schedule: The beetle/larva culture does very well with occasional additions of bran, apple slices, potato slices, and moisture. I only tend to them a few times each month! 

Handling Tips: The beetles and larvae can be picked up quite safely. If you put them into small dishes the students can examine them with magnifiers and use their fingers to change positions of the insects. 

