
Spr ing Ponder ings Trisha O’Neill, Director of Education

ow clouds, fog, raindrops, flood watches . . . yes,Spring has arrived in Pittsburgh.I am writing this on one of
those soggier days that we experience at this time of the year. Today, at Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve,we

are working under a rain modification plan—student visitors are clad in yellow ponchos,naturalists seek out more
sheltered spaces to introduce outdoor activities,and we all splash through muddy puddles along waterlogged trails to
natural destinations that are getting greener by the moment.My group is scheduled to be at the pond in a short while,and
everyone is excited.Our pond is an aquatic oasis in a green sea of meadow and forest habitats,where pond-dipping is
required by all, and the discoveries made there are fascinating and memorable.

L

Ponds
Ponds are small bodies of standing water, shallow enough
for sunlight to penetrate, and having conditions suitable for
rooted vegetation to grow over most of the substrate.They
may be formed naturally by glaciers,by shifts in the earth’s
crust, or by beavers.They are also placed intentionally by
humans for irrigation, water storage,flood prevention,
pollution clean-up, recreational use,or educational use.

Ponds are temporary and exist in a constant state of flux.
The edges of ponds are always threatening to overtake the
open waters of the system,due to the accumulation of dead,
decaying plant and animal matter and the build-up of soils.
If the pond becomes increasingly shallow and overrun with
plants, a gradual succession of communities will occur: the
pond will change into a marsh, which will develop into a
meadow, which will eventually become forest habitat.

Life on the Pond
Spring is an especially good season for pond activity.
Beginning in March, we all keep our ears peeled for the
familiar call of the Red-winged Blackbird (Agelaius

phoeniceus), one of the earliest of the returning avian
migrants. The males,with blood-red shoulder epaulets
sitting upon bodies of jet black, return before the brown
females,to set up nesting territories in the reeds
surrounding the pond’s open waters.The males sing—“kon-
ka-ree”—in defiant protection of their established
territories. After the return of the females,basket-like nests
will hang from the vegetation, prepared to hold up to seven
brown and purple-spotted blue-green eggs.

We also monitor the return of the Canada Geese (Branta
canadensis), who become viciously territorial as they stake
out nesting sites.Males and females are paired,the female
sporting a subtly thicker neck and body revealing the energy
reserves that will take her through egg incubation.They
share a tight bond. The male will continue to be in close
contact with his female, guarding and protecting her as she
sits on the nest.Once the goslings hatch,he will share in
child-rearing—what a family man!

Usually amid the honking and clamoring of the geese,a lone
pair of Mallard Ducks (Anas platyrhynchos) will glide
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quietly and gently through the water.
They, too, search for a suitable nesting
site. But unlike the Canada Geese,
Mallard Ducks part ways once the eggs
are laid. The female is left with the
responsibility of protecting and caring
for herself, the nest,and the ducklings
throughout the rest of the season.

A black rat snake makes his presence
known on warm, sunny days.He enjoys
the exposed crevices of an old oak tree
snag,covered in poison ivy, at the
pond’s edge.It won’ t be long until we
see signs of his first molt of the
season—a newly shed snake skin left on
the mulch path near the pond’s wooden
boardwalk

Spring evenings provide the perfect
backdrop to choirs of singing spring
peepers,wood frogs and American
toads. Emerging from winter
hibernation beneath the soils of the
forests, these amphibians make their
way to the pond to participate in short-
lived, but explosive, courtship and
breeding rituals, resulting in
communities of developing tadpoles in
the summer. As quickly as they arrive,
they are gone,the adults returning to
the protection and moist leaf litter of
the forests from whence they came.But,
sometimes,on quiet spring afternoons
at the reserve,you can still hear a few
single “peep-peep-peeps”emanating
from the pond environs—spring peeper
stragglers,unwilling to leave.

Under the W ater
One of our favorite activities, pond
dipping, provides a method for studying
aquatic macroinvertebrates. Many
insects are included in this grouping,
but so are flatworms, roundworms,
arachnids,mollusks, isopods,and any of
a hundred or so more invertebrate
classifications.

Many aquatic macroinvertebrates spend
their entire lives beneath the pond’s
surface.Examining a pack of submerged
leaves may reveal orb snails,gilled
snails, fingernail clams, or other shelled
critters attached to the leaves.A closer
inspection may result in a sighting of
planaria, a dark flatworm about one
inch long, which glides effortlessly
along the leaf’s smooth surface.

Some aquatic macroinvertebrates hatch
from eggs laid in the water, emerge from
the water to pupate on low hanging
twigs, then return to the water as
adults. Whirligig beetles do.These large
black beetles scurry along the surface of
the water, diving into the water column
frequently. They carry a bubble of air
under their abdomen which allows them
to stay submerged for long periods of
time. Their compound eyes are divided,
so, when they are at the water surface,
they can see both below the water and
above themselves,at the same time.

Many aquatic macroinvertebrates spend
their juvenile years under the surface of
the water and emerge from the water as
adults to live out the rest of their lives
in the terrestrial environment.
Dragonflies, damselflies,mosquitoes,
craneflies,and mayflies exhibit this life
style. Some scientists believe that the
ability for juveniles and adults of the
same species to live in different habitats
decreases competition for food and
other resources,thereby ensuring the
continued success of the species.

At Beechwood,we use everyday items
like kitchen strainers, plastic spoons,
yogurt cups, and dish pans to borrow
and observe macroinvertebrates
temporarily. Every student is involved in
the process,having the chance to
sample,observe their findings and
identify species using identification
keys.

What a Dif fer ence a Day
Makes
Bird songs,warm breezes,sunshine,
flood watches expiring . . . yes,Spring
has arrived in Pittsburgh!  I am
completing this article on one of those
“sunny and 70” days that we experience
in these parts.Today, we are working
outdoors under normal operations—no
ponchos,no needed sheltered spaces,no
waterlogged trails.The natural
destinations are greener in the sunlight.
I have scheduled myself to be at the
pond in a short while, and, on this
warm, sunny day, I am excited.The
aquatic oasis awaits—I am guaranteed
discoveries that are fascinating and
memorable!

SCHOOLGROUND 
STUDIES 

Thinking about building a pond on
your school grounds?  Not all
locations can, or should, support
this type of system. Here are just a
few points to consider before
breaking ground:

Safety and liability issues must be
carefully considered. The pond
owner is normally held liable for
accidents, downstream flooding,
and related damages caused by
dam failure. Systems should be in
place to deter trespassing and to
ensure the safety of pond visitors.

A sound pond management plan
should be developed and
implemented prior to any
construction. This plan can help to
ensure the maintenance and health
of the pond ecosystem and minimize
the impacts of ecological
succession. 

Because a pond, in its simplest
state, is a depression that holds
water, the dam and substrate must
be composed of soils which
minimize seepage. Clay soils work
best. Sites containing gravel or
sandy soils are too permeable.
Limestone or shale sites can
fracture creating leakage. Swampy
areas are difficult to drain and
costly to maintain.

A pond must have a good water
supply that rapidly fills the pond,
yet will maintain a constant water
level. Ground water from springs
and wells provides the best source
of pond water, because it is of the
best quality to support life. Small
streams can feed a pond if flow is
sufficient and carries little silt load.
Surface run-off is an option, if there
is an adequate amount of water and
if the run-off does not act as a
vector for harmful pollutants. All
waters must be tested and
monitored before pond
construction. 



Pr ofessional Development

Adult Eco-Series: 
Ecology of Spring Ephemerals
Saturday, April 14
Spring ephemerals—early spring flowers
found within North America’s temperate
forests—possess a life history very similar to
plants in alpine regions.Explore how these
plants survive to reproduce against the odds,
and discover species in their native habitats.
2 Act 48 hours
Cost: $4 per member; $5 per nonmember
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve, Fox Chapel
10:00 am—12:00 pm
Contact ASWP at 412-963-6100 to register

Pennsylvania Songbirds
Saturday, April 21 and Saturday, April 28
Incorporate the study of birds into your cur-
riculum through Pennsylvania Songbirds,an
interdisciplinary environmental curriculum
focusing on Pennsylvania bird species and
habitats. The K-12 resource guide contains
over 50 activities organized into 7 engaging
chapters devoted to biology, ecology, field
studies,research and more.Utilizing the
unique resources of Beechwood Farms
Nature Reserve,participants will learn back-
ground information on our state’s songbirds
as well as participate in many of the multi-
disciplinary activities from the curriculum.
Participants should dress for the outdoors
(comfortable shoes that may get dirty are a
must!) and bring a bag lunch.
1 credit/15 Act 48 Hours
AIU Course—Fee charged
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve, Fox Chapel
8:30 am—4:30 pm
Visit  aiu3.net  for information and registration.

As an Act 48 Approved Provider, ASWP provides school district personnel with the educational
tools and strategies necessary to meet Pennsylvania’s Academic Standards for Environment &
Ecology and Science & Technology while utilizing the resources of our nature reserves,
schoolyard habitats and other natural areas; assists PA certified teachers to accrue Act 48
hours when they participate in ASWP professional development courses and other
programming; and supports the professional training of those entering the field of
environmental education. 

Amazing Insects
Saturday, May 5 and Saturday, May 12
Utilizing the resources of Carnegie Museum of
Natural History and Beechwood Farms Nature
Reserve,elementary school teachers will gain a
better understanding of the amazing world of
insects.Participants will discover unique
methods for teaching environmental concepts
such as adaptation,food chains and habitats
through field studies, behind-the-scenes tours,
and unique hands-on activities which can be
used in the classroom or on the school
grounds! Participants should dress for the
outdoors (comfortable shoes that may get dirty
are a must!),and bring a bag lunch.
Audience: Elementary-level Teachers
1 credit/15 Act 48 Hours
AIU Course—Fee charged
Carnegie Museum of Natural History, Oakland (May 5)
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve, Fox Chapel (May
12)
8:30 am—4:30 pm
Visit aiu3.net for information and registration.

Adult Eco-Series: 
International Migratory Bird Day Hike
Saturday, May 12
Educator and bird enthusiast,David
Liebmann, will lead you through Beechwood
on a search for spring migrants as well as
breeding birds.
2 Act 48 hours
Cost: Free
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve, Fox Chapel 
8:00 am—10:00 am
Contact ASWP at 412-963-6100 to register
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Pr ofessional Development
Understanding and Exploring
Watersheds and Wetlands 
Tuesday, July 10 through Friday, July 13  
Watersheds and wetlands are ecologically
important systems,and can serve as a
thematic learning tool for integrating
environment and ecology concepts into your
curriculum. This 4-day content-deepening
seminar utilizes two PDE-approved
curriculum guides:  WOW!  The Wonders of
Wetlands,and Project Wet Curriculum and
Activity Guide (both of which are supplied to
you as part of the course).The workshop will
provide background information on the
properties of water and the water cycle.You’ll
study the structure, function and ecological
importance of watersheds and wetlands,both
locally and worldwide. In addition, you’ll
“immerse” yourself in the aquatic habitats of
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve and St.
Vincent’s Environmental Education Center.
Participants should dress for the outdoors and
bring a bag lunch each day (Grades 4-12).
Audience: 4-12 Educators
2 credits/30 Act 48 Hours
AIU Course—Fee charged
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve, Fox Chapel
8:30 am—4:30 pm
Visit aiu3.net for information and registration.

Adult Eco-Series: 
Insights Into Pennsylvania Herpetology
Thursday, June 21
Educator and herpetologist,April Claus, joins
us to discuss the field characteristics of
Pennsylvania’s reptile and amphibian species.
Meet living species,learn to identify species
by call, then experience a twilight hike to
observe species in the field.
2 Act 48 hours
Cost: $4 per member; $5 per nonmember
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve, Fox Chapel
7:00 pm—9:00 pm
Contact ASWP at 412-963-6100 to register

Natural History for Educators
Tuesday, June 26 through Friday, June 29
Introduce yourself to the biological diversity
of western Pennsylvania as a thematic
learning tool for integrating environment and
ecology concepts into your curriculum.This
4-day content-deepening seminar will provide
background information on our region’ s flora
and fauna and the significance of these
organisms to the health of the ecosystem.
Learn how and why these organisms survive
here,and the roles that plants and animals
play in a natural community. Identify species
in the field, employing the resources and
strategies that naturalists use.You will daily
explore the fascinating habitats of
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve and learn
about other natural sites as valuable local
resources.Dress for the outdoors and bring a
bag lunch each day.
Audience: K-12 Educators
2 credits/30 Act 48 Hours
AIU Course—Fee charged
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve, Fox Chapel
8:30 am—4:30 pm
Visit aiu3.net for information and registration.

Upcoming Classes and Courses
for 2007

Additional Adult EcoSeries programs will be
offered in July and August!  

Visit aswp.org for dates, times, and topics.



Acr oss the State
Save the Date

Pennsylvania’s Wild Resources Symposium
Thursday, February 28, 2008
Broaden your knowledge of Pennsylvania’s native flora and
fauna, learn about important research and protection programs,
meet environmental education resource providers in western
Pennsylvania,and inspire students to become more
environmentally literate. A cooperative program brought to you
by Audubon Society of Western Pennsylvania,Fern Hollow
Nature Center, Frick Environmental Center, Independence Marsh
Foundation, Jennings Environmental Center, Lutherlyn
Environmental Center, Powdermill Nature Reserve,Rachel
Carson Homestead Association, South Park Nature Center,
Regional Environmental Education Center, Boyce Park Nature
Center Greenhouse and Arboretum.
Location: Powdermill Nature Reserve
Registration opens Fall 2007
Contact ASWP for more information

Pennsylvania Association of Environmental Educators
2008 Conference
Friday, February 29 through Sunday, March 2, 2008
Antiochian Village Camp and Conference Center
Bolivar, PA (near Ligonier, PA)

Summer Positions A vailable

2007 Summer Naturalists
Spend your summer outdoors with Audubon Society of Western
PA! Summer Naturalists coordinate Outdoor Discovery Camps
for children, and environmental education programming for
families and adults.Program planning, development,facilitation,
evaluation, and summer intern training and supervision included.
Positions available from mid-May/June to Mid August/September.
Positions based at ASWP’s Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve,
ASWP’s Todd Nature Reserve,The Succop Conservancy, and
other regional locales.

For more detailed information, visit aswp.org.
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Special Opportunities

ASWP Partners with
REEC

A u d u b o n  S o c i e t y  o f  W e s t e r n  P e n n s y l v a n i a ,

i n  p a r t n e r s h i p  w i t h  t h e  R e g i o n a l

E n v i r o n m e n t a l  E d u c a t i o n  C e n t e r  ( R E E C ) ,  i s

p r o v i d i n g  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  p r o g r a m s  a t  t h e

R E E C  c a m p u s ,  l o c a t e d  i n  B o y c e  M a y v i e w

P a r k  i n  U p p e r  S a i n t  C l a i r ,  P A .  P l e a s e  v i s i t

r e g i o n a l e e c . o r g f o r  m o r e  i n f o r m a t i o n

Adult Eco-Series 
Owl Anatomy and Physiology
W e d n e s d a y ,  J u n e  2 0

Discover the variety of owls that inhabit
western Pennsylvania.Examine unique
anatomical structures that assist in nocturnal
survival, dissect owl pellets,and review
fascinating phenology. A night hike and live
specimens will round out the evening.
2 Act 48 hours
Cost: $8
Regional Environmental Education Center
Boyce Mayview Park, Upper St. Clair
7:00 pm—9:00 pm
Contact REEC at 412-838-0064 to register

Exploring Environmental Issues: 
Places We Live 
Wednesday, July 25
Project Learning Tree (PLT) is a nationally
recognized interdisciplinary, supplementary
environmental and conservation program
which emphasizes the forest as a “window
on the world.” PLT’s newest secondary
module, Exploring Environmental Issues:
Places We Live, connects students to their
local community to help them care about
and influence the decisions being made there.
Eight inquiry-based activities get students
exploring their own neighborhoods, learning
about their community’s development and
appearance through time,and involved in

local community action projects. Through
indoor and outdoor activities, teachers will
become familiar with this module in the
refinement of students’ critical thinking skills.
Participants should bring a bag lunch and
dress to be outdoors.
Audience: Secondary-level Teachers
6 Act 48 Hours
Cost: $50 + $10 materials (includes curriculum
guide)
Regional Environmental Education Center 
Boyce Mayview Park, Upper St. Clair
9:00 am—3:30 pm
Contact REEC at 412-838-0064 to register

Adult Eco-Series 
Raptor Identification in the Field
Wednesday, August 22 
Develop practical techniques for identifying
birds of prey in natural settings. We will
review both diurnal and nocturnal species
that are common to western PA, and meet
Audubon Society of Western PA’s live birds of
prey.
2 Act 48 hours
Cost: $8
Regional Environmental Education Center
Boyce Mayview Park, Upper St. Clair
7:00 pm—9:00 pm
Contact REEC at 412-838-0064 to register

Call for nominees

A S W P ’ s  S c h o o l g r o u n d  H a b i t a t

E n h a n c e m e n t  a n d  R e s t o r a t i o n  S y m p o s i u m

w i l l  b e  h e l d  i n  S p r i n g  2 0 0 8 .   N o m i n a t e  a

d e s e r v i n g  s c h o o l  f o r  A S W P ’ s  S c h o o l g r o u n d

H a b i t a t  M e r i t  A w a r d s

Presented in conjunction with ASWP’s
biennial Schoolground Habitat Enhancement
and Restoration Symposium,awards
recognize schools that demonstrate significant
achievement in schoolground habitat
enhancement and curricular connections.
Award applications are available at aswp.org.



Fr om Schoolgr ound to Classr oom

“Littoral-ary” Pr ose

you do not have a pond on your school grounds,
plan a visit to Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve—
many of our programs include a visit to our pond,
with pond-dipping exercises.Have students record
their observations of life on and around the habitat.
Engage them in a pond-dipping activity to observe
and identify aquatic life.

During your field experience, have your students
find a quiet spot near the habitat.They should
quietly reflect on their discoveries,while continuing
to make new observations.Give them ample time to
write an original poem describing their experiences
and observations.For those that have difficulty
writing on cue, encourage them to jot down
thoughts, ideas and sketches that can form the basis
for a poem to be constructed at a later point,when
the student may feel more creative.All students
should walk away with something in writing.

Back in the classroom,encourage students to share
their creations. Use this opportunity to assess the
impact of the field experience,not only to determine
what information is being retained, but also to
understand what aspects of the experience were the
most inspiring to the children.

Working with your school’ s art instructor, engage
the students in creating original wood cuts that
illustrate their pond poetry. Refer to the book’s
illustrations to provide examples of what wood cuts
can look like. Help students to analyze their poems
for elements that can translate into a piece of art
that retains creativity, does not compromise on
scientific concepts,and possesses movement.

Finally, display poems and works of art for all to
see.Hold a school-wide assembly to showcase your
students’ achievements,and encourage others to
develop their own art and language skills through
outdoor discovery!    

Teachers wishing to purchase Song of the Water
Boatman through ASWP’s Audubon Nature Store
will receive a 20% educator discount!  

Yo, ho, ho
the pond winds blow
and upside down is the way to go.

The Backswimmer’s refrain from the poem “Song of the Water
Boatman”

Song of the Water Boatman and Other Pond
Poems,written by Joyce Sidman and illustrated by
Beckie Prange,blends reading,writing, and science
to reveal the thriving communities of life that can
be found on and within pond habitats. This 2006
Caldecott Honor Book can be used as a
springboard to connect reading and writing to a
scientific study of a pond ecosystem.

The book is composed of 11 chapters,each
focusing on a specific species of pond inhabitant.
The chapters contain poetic verse that truly
captures a pond’s dynamics.Coupled with the
poems are short scientific descriptions of species’
adaptations, behaviors,or natural history. Spring
peepers,duckweed,water bears,and food chains
are some of the subjects reviewed.

Each chapter also comes complete with beautiful,
true-to-life illustrations, which are actually hand-
colored wood cuts provided by the illustrator.
Filled with movement, these illustrations provide a
glimpse into what one can observe on a visit to a
real pond. The illustrator is a naturalist herself,
holding a degree in biology, and a certificate in
natural science illustration.

The book can easily be used across three
disciplines: Creative Writing, Environment and
Ecology, and the Fine Arts. Here is an example of
an interdisciplinary thematic approach:

In the classroom,engage students in a study of
poetry. Assign students to read one of the poems
in the book, reviewing each poem’s form and
function. As a group, discuss what each poem
illustrates. Help students to recognize how and
why creative writing can be an important tool in
communications.

After having studied the book, schedule your
students for a field experience at a local pond.If




