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Background 

Under the Surface was an event to celebrate the end of Froglife’s Ponds for Life project, 
tying in with National Science and Engineering Week from the 12th to the 20th of March 
2010 which in turn complemented the International Year of Biodiversity campaign.  
Ponds for Life was funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund to promote Hampton Nature 
Reserve.  As many people, for various reasons, found it difficult to visit the site we 
decided that another way to promote the reserve was to take it out into the community, 
making its messages and stories accessible to a wider audience.  We decided to 
takeover a venue in the city centre and transform it into a giant pond habitat, hoping to 
create a tangible sense of what real biodiversity feels like.   

In the first phase, during the two months before Science and Engineering Week, the 
Ponds for Life Project Officer and Froglife’s Conservation Youth Worker (funded by BBC 
Children in Need) visited a number of schools and groups to create pond creatures ten 
times bigger than their real size.  Visits included a talk about the biodiversity value of 
ponds, some information about the creatures that lived there, and general discussions 
about biodiversity loss and how people could help.  In the second phase, creatures 
made by the schools, community groups, guiding groups, young offenders and Froglife 
staff were then assembled in The Old Still, a former pub that has become an art gallery 
in the centre of Peterborough.  The groups and the general public were invited to visit 
the installation for a tour and activities during National Science and Engineering Week, 
consequently taking part in science lessons with a difference. 

Phase 1 - Taking 
conservation out and about 

The Ponds for Life Project Officer 
and the Green Pathways 
Conservation Youth Worker ran 
sessions with 15 groups with 
students including 12 schools around 
Peterborough.  The Green Pathways 
Scheme is a project involving 
vulnerable and disadvantaged young 
people with an interest in the 
outdoors in conservation activities. 
Some of the groups from this project were involved in making creatures, as were other 
schools and guiding groups. 
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Where possible, groups watched an 
animation created to celebrate the 
International Year of Biodiversity in 
2010, which parodied the ‘Da Vinci 
Code’ film.  The themes of the 
animation were the web of life, and 
how humans had forgotten they were 
connected to other animals.  It 
highlighted that human destruction of 
habitats and animals meant that they 
were also putting themselves in 
danger.  The groups that did watch 
the animation really seemed to enjoy 
it and take in the messages that were 
then echoed in the sessions making 
pond creatures.   

For all groups, discussion revolved 
around reminding humans that they 
are linked to other animals, that we 
have lost some species through our 
behaviour, and that looking after 
ponds is a good way to help 
biodiversity.  Handouts were created 
for the groups with information and 
pictures of pond creatures and plants 
for them to scale up into models using 
junk, fabric, wire and papier mache.  
Using a child centred approach the 
models were very much based on the 
young people’s own ideas and 
imagination, with staff helping them to 
put the materials together.  This led to 
some fantastically weird and 
wonderful creations!  A total of 111 
creatures were created, with over 300 
blobs of cellophane frogspawn and 6 
metres of giant toadspawn!  There 
was a high level of enthusiasm, excitement and problem solving evident during each 
session. 
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Group involved Crazy creations 
1. Green Pathways Tuesday Group 

(Parnwell Primary and Orton 
Longueville Secondary) 

Tadpoles 

2. Green Pathways Wednesday Group 
(Sacred Heart and St Thomas Moore 
RC primary schools) 

Froglets 

3. Green Pathways Thursday Group 
(Thomas Deacon Academy, The 
Ormiston Bushfield Academy, Voyager 
School, Ken Stimpson Community 
College) 

Dragonfly nymphs, froglet construction, 
making information bubbles 

4. Farcet Brownies Whirligig beetles, water measurer, water 
scorpion, water beetles and water spiders 

5. Farcet Rainbows Great diving beetles 
6. Yaxley Brownies Damselfly nymphs, pondskaters, flatworms 

and oligochaete worms 
7. Stanground Brownies Grass snake 
8. Bretton Guides Newt lifecycle 
9. Abbotsmede Year 4 Pond snails and caddis fly larvae 
10. Marshfields year 8 class (1) Frogspawn and waterboatmen 
11. Marshfields year 8 class (2) More frogspawn and waterboatmen 
12. Hampton Children’s Centre Broadleaved pondweed and stonewort 
13. Young Offenders Coke can as a piece of litter in the pond 
14. Parnwell Primary School Year 4 Toadspawn and toadlets 
15. Parnwell Primary School Year 5 Starwort and hornwort plants 

 

Phase 2 - Visiting a pond in the centre 
of the city 

The creations by the young people, as well as 
things that had been finished and created by 
Froglife staff, were arranged in a room at the Old 
Still.  This former pub is currently being run as an 
art gallery and studio space and we were given a 
street-facing room with a large window.  The 
creatures and plants were supplemented with blue 
and green fabric and cellophane, disco and fairy 
lights, a bubble machine and music, to create an 
extra special under water atmosphere. 
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Interpretation included a number of signs and 
labels around the gallery, especially for those 
who visited when Froglife staff were not present 
to run sessions.  The gallery was open to the 
general public Tuesday to Saturday 10-3, with a 
system of each visitor being asked to put a 
pebble in a pot to record visits.  There were 77 
drop-in visitors during the week. We also offered 
staffed drop in sessions on the two Saturday 
afternoons attracting 51 people, and a 
networking lunch session for 20 people from 
local organisations.  Over the course of the 
week we had a total 288 visits. 

Groups were invited to visit the installation for 
structured sessions and 13 groups attended 
separately for 1 to 1.5 hours.  More groups and 
schools were invited, but were unable to make 
the visits, in some cases due to transport issues 
despite the event being in the centre of town.   

Structured sessions followed a plan that was adapted to suit the needs and interests of 
each group.  The basic plan included: 

Introduction Groups arrive and wait outside.  A short talk using props to explain that we are 
going to be learning more about water (look at jar of water) and ponds (look at 
photographs of some ponds).  Ponds can look very quiet, you can’t see much 
going on from the outside but lots of animals live there including frogs 
(photographs of a frog).  Discussion about how big frogs are in real life, and 
explanation that we are going to use our imaginations to shrink to the size of a frog 
and see what it might be like under the surface of a pond. 

Entering and 
exploring 

Enter the installation, walk around, have a look at everything.  Can you see what 
you made? (if appropriate).  Given a clipboard and a form to enter our ‘Count the 
Animals’ competition and give the event a mark out of 10. 

Contemplating 
and imagining 

Sitting or lying down, imagining you’re a tadpole going through the frog or toad 
lifecycle, lots of questions about what happens next, what you could eat, where to 
hide from predators.   
Explanation and discussion about biodiversity (linking back to their previous 
making animals sessions), using an analogy about it being better to have lots of 
different sweets from a sweet shop rather than just getting the same flavour.  
Discussion about the coke can and litter problems. 
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Writing and/or 
drawing 
postcards 

Imagine you’re a pond animal writing to another pond animal.  What have you 
been up to and what could you ask them about their pond? Write an underwater 
address.  Decorate the other side of the postcard with a picture of a pond scene. 

Knowledge 
checking quiz 

A short quiz to test knowledge from the exhibition including multiple choice, 
true/false and writing your own answers. 

Photographs Wearing fun knitted frog hats to pose in the pond scene.  Writing what frogs and 
other wildlife might say or think on thought and speech bubbles to hold up in the 
photos. 

Goodies 
giveaway! 

Visitors were given a number of things to help them remember key messages and 
to take their learning further.  This included Science and Engineering Week 
stickers and bookmarks, a postcard to remind them about the specialness of 
ponds, a Just Add Water booklet with pond advice and a poster with pictures of 
amphibians and reptiles that could be found in Peterborough and Cambridgeshire. 

Counting and 
remembering 

Each person in the group to put their pebble in the pot to record their attendance at 
the exhibition, and to say one thing they learnt or enjoyed, or a reason why ponds 
are important as they do so. 

 

Evaluation and Learning 

41 adults completed the NSEW evaluation 
form about their visit.  The majority of these 
were likely to be staff and helpers for the 
structured visits and attendees of the 
networking event, who were directly asked 
to fill in the forms.  36 of those rated the 
event as both ‘very enjoyable’ and ‘very 
interesting’(the highest option), with the 
others rating ‘fairly’ (the second highest) or 
giving no answer to that question.  There 
was space on the forms for people to say 
what they liked best about the event.  A 
number of people mentioned the fact that 
the artwork had been made by young 
people, and involvement in that process as 
a highlight.  Creative communication, visual 
effects, engagement and interactivity were 
also important aspects.   
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Some of our favourite comments are given below: 

“What did you like most about Under the Surface?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

People were also asked on the questionnaire what they would change.  7 people 
responded to this question, with a lot of comments recommending more funding and a 
larger venue!  Making creatures during the visit to the display could have improved the 
event, meaning that groups who had not yet created anything would have felt more 
included. With a larger venue, this could have been possible. 

130 people took part in the quiz to guess the number of creatures that were in the room.  
1 person guessed the correct answer (111) and 3 people guessed 110, and all were 
sent wildlife-themed prizes.  People were also asked on the competition slip what mark 
they would give Under the Surface out of ten.  97 people gave us a mark out of ten 
ranging from 1 to 1000, with the average mark coming out as 51 out of 10! 

“Creative aspect, 
excellent work by 
young people.” 

“The cooperation of all involved culminating in an 
excellent presentation enabling people to 
experience life under the surface and hopefully 
educating them to their effects on the environment.” 

“Diversity 
and 
creativity.” 

“The whole set up 
- interesting and 
informative.” “Child friendly, 

interesting, 
different.” 

“The fact that we could all be involved - 
liked the 'hands on' approach.  Great 
way to learn about pond creatures” 

“The mad creatures, 
particularly the newt 
life cycle - & the 
atmosphere.” 

“The wonderful use 
of space -really gave 
a sense of emersion 
- there is so much 
detail in the artwork 
and it's great to be 
able to explore.” 

“The message was clear 
and understandable for all 
who attend.” 

“Display was impressive 
and informative, will 
make me look at my 
little ponds at home in a 
whole new light.” 

“It was a magical experience 
the diversity of texture and 
colour was excellent.” 
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52 quizzes were completed by young people (some working in teams), the questions for 
which were:  

 

1.  Frogs are amphibians True     or False 

 2. What colour is the collar around a grass snake’s neck?  Is it: 

 Yellow and black           Purple        or       Green 

 3. How can you tell the difference between a frog and a toad? 

 ____________________________________________________ 

 4. What does biodiversity mean? 

 ____________________________________________________ 

 5. What colour are great crested newts? 

 Black             Green        or          Blue 

 6.  Ponds are full of (you can pick more than one:)      

water          jelly          wildlife   

 7.  Grass snakes can swim   True     or False        

  

50 out of 52 questionnaires returned the correct 
answer that a frog was an amphibian.  29 gave 
the correct answer that grass snakes had a 
yellow and black necklace around their neck, 
and 39 that they could swim (bearing in mind 
there was a 6m long cuddly grass snake in the 
room!).  42 questionnaires gave the correct 
answer that toads had lumpier skin than frogs, 
and 45 that great crested newts were black 
(again there were large models of these 
animals in the room, and these features were pointed out prior to the quiz).   

27 correct explanations of biodiversity were given in their own words, based around the 
breakdown of the word used in sessions as ‘lots of different kinds of life’.  If we had 
been able to have one-to-one discussions with each young person this may have been 
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different, as a number of the young people were known to have literacy issues and/or 
special needs, and could have possibly explained the concept better than they could 
write it. 

Overall these results for learning generally 
suggest positive outcomes, but did highlight 
that we perhaps needed to build in more 
activities that really highlighted the definition of 
biodiversity.  Building on our sweetshop 
analogy, where we said the best sweetshop 
sold lots of different kinds of sweets rather than 
just one, perhaps in future we could build in an 
activity taking this further.  We could use actual 
sweets (or fruit for a healthier option!) to better 
elucidate the idea that for wildlife, variety is indeed the spice of life.  However, even if 
the concept eluded the young people, the atmosphere and the activities hopefully meant 
that they physically saw and felt the biodiversity in a pond, and absorbed that idea.  

Some young people also completed comment cards to evaluate the event and their 
experiences.  Again, here are some of our favourites: 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  
 
 
 
 
. 

 

 

 

“I really think this 
is the best place 
I've ever seen.” 

“I enjoyed everything which was 
the quiz, people, info, games.  
We loved the frog hats.” 

“Ponds are important to 
support life for many species 
of amphibians, reptiles, 
mammals, insects and plants.  
It is a great place for different 
creatures to hide and thrive.” 

“I have learnt the names of 
different types of animals 
that live in ponds.” 

“I have enjoyed 
making the pond 
creatures and 
working towards the 
end project.” 

“Ponds are important 
because they are 
home to some of the 
most common watery 
animals in the world.” 

“I now know names of lots of 
different varieties of creatures 
and plants.  Ponds are 
important for both of these.” 
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Overall conclusions and lessons 
learnt 

Under the Surface really highlighted the value 
of taking activities out to groups and schools 
looking to be involved in special educational 
sessions.  We probably could have visited 
more groups if we had started offering 
sessions in January rather than February.  
Some of the schools were already aware of 
National Science and Engineering Week and 
looking for activities.   

Starting with visits to groups and involving 
them in creating things for the installation 
meant that they were really excited about 
coming to the event in town.  This was a great 
way to ensure good attendance for the event, 
which could have been even higher if we had 
pushed the publicity even more.  We did talk 
about Under the Surface on local BBC radio, 
and send out press releases, but it was not 
massively picked up.  Invites were also sent 
via our list of 100 contacts from the Ponds for 
Life project. 

Science and Engineering Week proved to be a 
good theme for the event, backing up the fun 
and creativity with a more serious 
underpinning as a science lesson with a 
difference.  This is something of a niche for 
Froglife, bringing an interactive and hands-on 
approach to sharing important concepts in 
conservation.  We will be developing this 
‘science with a difference’ approach further 
through our education strategy and future 
events and projects. 

There were a number of factors contributing to 
the general success and quality of the event, 
meaning that it was aesthetically stimulating 
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and had a fun and positive atmosphere.  Working across two projects meant that 
different staff were able to collaborate and support the outputs, including having two 
staff members run every session.  The general team work and support of the whole 
Froglife team (and friends and family!) was invaluable, particularly on a busy Saturday 
before the event where a number of us came into the office to finish things off.  There 
was also a great team building element to this work, and we discovered some hidden 
papier mache skills amongst the staff! 

The icing on the cake 

Under the Surface won the Best Science 
Event during National Science and 
Engineering Week!  We were visited by 
Dan Richards from the British Science 
Association, who also went to other events 
all over the country.  He observed a session 
with the Phoenix School for young people 
with special needs, where we also learnt 
some Makaton sign language for ‘frog’, 
‘snake’, creepy crawlies, ‘thank you’ and 
‘goodbye’.  Dan informed us of the reasons 
for our success:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“We've done all of our judging now, and I've got some excellent news for you - you 
have come top in the Best Science Event category! :o) 

I thought it was a really wonderful event, and I loved the way you reached out to 
different parts of the community to create artistic representations of what life is like 
under the water. I thought the way you interacted with the special needs group was 
excellent - it was a great to see an activity that could be tailored to engage all sorts 
of different groups while still communicating a core message of biodiversity. 

I certainly came away feeling very happy and inspired, and I imagine the rest of 
your audiences did too! 

Just thought I'd pass on the good news. 

With best wishes, 

Dan.” 
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One of the great pleasures of the project was sharing a space with artists in the gallery, 
who coincidentally all focussed on the natural world in their work.  This made going from 
Under the Surface to the rest of the gallery quite a holistic experience.  The artists also 
seemed please to have us, as this comment from textile artist Anita Bruce:    

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Old Still is a lovely space, and a valuable community facility.  Being in the centre of 
town was an important part of the success of the project.  

 

 

“We thoroughly enjoyed your ‘intervention’ in the gallery and it was a pleasure 
to have such friendly people sharing our space! Fantastic news about your 
award – we are so proud of you! Come in and see us soon!” 


