Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Swamp?
Focus Question

What is a swamp?

Activity Synopsis

Students will draw a picture of their vision of a swamp and write a short story about swamps.  Then, the teacher will read aloud a book about the swamp.  Students will compare their view of the swamp to the book.

Time Frame

1 hour

Student Key Terms

· swamp

· Venn diagram

· habitat

· organic

· alluvial

· soil

· productivity

· biodiversity

· decompose

· tannins

Objectives

The learner will be able to:

· Draw a graphic representation of his/her vision of a swamp.

· Listen to the teacher read a book and compare and contrast his/her picture to the book.

Second Grade Standards Addressed

Science Standards

IA4a

Language Arts Standards

2-R1.6, 2-R1.17, 2-W1.5.1, 2-W2.1, 2-W3.1

Background

Key Points

Key Points will give you the main information you should know to teach the activity.

· Swamps are a type of wetland.

· Blackwater and brownwater swamps are types of freshwater wetlands common in the Coastal Plain region of South Carolina.

· The water appears dark because of the tannic acid in the bark and leaf litter on the swamp floor.

· Swamps were unfamiliar to early American settlers and, therefore, swamps were often associated with evil.  

Detailed Information

Detailed Information gives more in-depth background to increase your own knowledge, in case you want to expand upon the activity or you are asked detailed questions by students.

(Information from http://www.epa.gov/owow/wetlands/types/swamp.html)

A swamp is defined as a wetland that is dominated by woody plants.  This is in comparison to a salt marsh, for example, that is dominated by the perennial grass, Spartina.  The types of swamps vary.  For example, in the Northeast, red maple swamps are most common, whereas in the southeast, we have the familiar bottomland hardwood forests.  These swamps are located along the slow-moving rivers of the Coastal Plain.  

Two important characteristics of swamps are (1) saturated soils during the growing season, and (2) standing water during certain times of year.  The soils in swamps are highly organic and form a thick, dark, nutrient-rich environment that supports the growth of water-tolerant trees.  Examples of water-tolerant trees are cypress, Atlantic white cedar, and tupelo.   Frequently, these trees will buttress, or swell, at the base of their trunks due to the saturated soil condition. It is theorized that this helps to support the tree as well as to help the tree take in oxygen from the air.  Cypress trees actually grow “knees”, which are woody extensions of the plant that project above the ground.  Rather than trees, some swamps are predominantly vegetated by shrubs.  In fact, swamps may be separated into two types: shrub swamps and forested swamps.  Forested swamps are inundated with floodwater from nearby rivers and streams.  Several feet of slow moving or standing water often cover them.  During a drought, these swampy areas may be the only fresh, shallow water for many miles and their presence becomes critical to the survival of species such as the wood duck, the river otter, the cottonmouth snake, and many other species.  The forested swamps in our area are frequently called bottomland hardwood swamps.  In South Carolina, the Francis Beidler Forest in Four Holes Swamp contains the largest remaining virgin stand of tupelo gum and bald cypress trees in the world.  The area is protected by the National Audubon Society.  Shrub swamps are dominated by shrubby vegetation such as buttonbush, dogwood, and swamp rose.  These may be found adjacent to a forested swamp.  This swamp is found along slow moving streams and in floodplains and is therefore covered by water for much of the year. The mangrove swamps of southern Florida are an example of a shrub swamp.

Both types provide valuable habitat for wildlife.  In addition to being critical habitat for wildlife, swamps provide flood protection and nutrient removal.  Flooding adds rich deposits of alluvial soil to the swamp forests.  This creates an ecosystem high in productivity and rich with biodiversity.  Due to the fertility of the soil, many of these areas have been drained and cleared for agricultural purposes.  More than 70% of the country’s forested floodplain swamps have been destroyed.  The historical portrayal of the swamp as a frightening, dismal place also led to the destruction of many tracts of swampland over the last 200 years.

Why do people generally have a negative perception of swamps?  The root of Americans’ concept of swamps can be traced back to the Puritans’ arrival in the New World.  While the Puritans found the coastal marshes familiar and extremely useful in their everyday lives, the inland swamps were an ecosystem with which the early settlers were not familiar.  The settlers were initially able to avoid the swamps because so much land was available; however, eventually the settlers had to come in contact with the habitat because of the need for firewood and lumber.  Since it was difficult to see into the swamp, the settlers typically chose to go around the swamp, or end the trip and go back to their settlement.  Of course, these “close encounters” sparked dark tales of the swamps.  Since the Puritans did not understand the swamps, clearly they were evil places.  Puritans also associated Native Americans with evil, and as the Native Americans were familiar with the swamp habitat, clearly the swamp itself was evil as well!

In the south, where Puritan ideals were absent, the swamps still took on an evil connotation.  As surveyors crossed the land, the swamps of the South allowed them only to travel a short distance each day.  One surveyor stated that the swamps corrupted the air and made it unfit for breathing!  The swamps were labeled as “dismal”.  “Dismal” is a word that is derived from the name Dismus, a thief who was crucified with Jesus Christ.  To a Christian, the word dismal had an automatic association with the devil himself.  As you can imagine, the associations with Satan and evil kept most early settlers out of the swamps.

Few people had actually visited swamps and gained first-hand knowledge of the habitat.  Therefore, people’s images and concept of swamps were often formed by the writings of others.  Stories such as “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” and “The Devil and Tom Walker” both negatively portray swamps. Fanny Kemble’s travel journal described Spanish moss as the “banner of death” and the bald cypress as “a gigantic tree of monstrous cobwebs”.  Her travels had actually strengthened her preconceived notions of swamps.  Another form of literature that described swamps was soldiers’ letters home.  As you can imagine, these were not positive accounts and more opinions were formed about the unique habitat.  Westward expansion of the country only served to make encounters with swampy land more frequent, and the reports were rarely positive!

During the years surrounding the Civil War, the swamps became synonymous with slave rebellion.  In writings, swamps were described as safe havens for escaped slaves; and, therefore, swamps were seen as a fearful place to white Southerners who feared a slave uprising.

Though swamps were eventually portrayed in the media as beautiful, peaceful, restful habitats, the opinions of our ancestors still make their way into modern writings.  Children’s books frequently depict alligators as creatures that are out to eat small children.  Characters, such as witches, often call the swamp home in children’s literature.  

Procedures

Materials

· The children’s book “Where, Where is Swamp Bear?” by Kathi Appelt

· Drawing paper for each student

· Crayons or markers

· Glue

· Scissors

Procedure
1. Begin by telling the students that they will learn about a new habitat called a swamp.  Has anyone heard of a swamp?  What do you think a swamp might be like?

2. Give the students the craft materials and ask them to create a picture of a swamp.  Then, ask them to write a short story (may be shortened to a few sentences, or just descriptive words) about their picture.

3. Ask each student to present his/her picture of a swamp.  Ask the students how they know what a swamp looks like.  Have they visited a swamp?  Did they read about a swamp or see one on television?  If they were in a swamp, would he/she be frightened?  Why?

4. Now tell the students that you will read a book to them about a swamp.  Read “Where, Where is Swamp Bear?”  Spend time looking at the plants and animals on the front and back covers of the book.  Discuss how the swamp looks in the book’s pictures.  What kinds of trees are there?  What kinds of animals are in each picture (note: the organisms are labeled on the covers of the book)?

5. Ask the students if the book matches their pictures of a swamp.  Does the little boy in the book seem frightened of the swamp?  Why?  Do the animals look scary? 

6. Most likely, your students will have drawn pictures of strange “swamp things”.  Lead a discussion with the students about how sometimes we are afraid of places that we do not understand; and sometimes our opinions of places (and people) are influenced by others.

Assessment

Have each student draw a Venn diagram.  On the left have the students either (a) draw pictures or (b) write words that describe how they felt about swamps.  On the right side, have the students do the same for how the swamp appeared in the book, Swamp Bear.  In the center, the student should write words, or draw pictures, of how the two images were alike.  For example, if the student drew water in his/her first picture, and noticed the water in the book, then water would be a word or picture in the center of the Venn diagram.
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Members of the COASTeam Aquatic Workshops development team include: Katrina Bryan, Jennifer Jolly Clair, Stacia Fletcher, Kevin Kurtz, Carmelina Livingston, and Stephen Schabel.

From COASTeam Aquatic Workshops: Coastal Plain (grade 2); a joint effort between the COASTeam Program at the College of Charleston and the South Carolina Aquarium – funded by the SC Sea Grant Consortium.
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