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Big Cypress National Preserve 

 
 

 
Big Cypress National Preserve is a National Park!  It is one of over 390 National Parks in our country 

administered by the Department of the Interior and one of four National Park Service units in South 

Florida.   

 

National Parks are places that are so important to our country either historically, culturally, naturally or 

recreationally that they must be preserved, protected and maintained.  Thatôs what the National Park 

Service does, so that these magnificent places will always be here for you and future generations to 

explore and enjoy.  

 

Big Cypress was established as a National Preserve in 1974 to preserve the very important watershed in 

eastern Collier County.  This water flows southward and empties into the Ten Thousand Islands and 

Everglades National Park.  It is a very diverse and magical place covering 729,000 acres of cypress 

strands, pinelands, prairies, hardwood hammocks and mangrove forests.  Its name comes from the vast 

amount of cypress trees growing within its boundaries and it is home to many threatened and 

endangered species of plants and animals including the Florida panther.   

 

Big Cypress is very unique in that there are many activities that take place there which arenôt allowed in 

other National Park areas, for example, hunting, off road vehicle use, oil and gas exploration, cattle 

leases and private land ownership.  These activities are why it was called a preserve and not a park.  

Visitors can enjoy many activities in the Preserve such as canoeing, hiking, fishing, bird watching, 

biking or taking a class field trip. 

 

By taking part in the S.W.A.M.P. program you and your classmates can learn about and teach others 

how special Big Cypress National Preserve and all of our National Parks are and how you can help to 

protect them. 
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Vision and Goals 
 

The Swamp Water and Me Program (S.W.A.M.P) is an Environmental Education Program for the 6
th
 

grade science classes in the Collier County School District. The program focuses on the Big Cypress 

Watershed, its major habitats, flora, fauna, while highlighting the Florida panther and American 

alligator.  S.W.A.M.P. is a four part program which includes a teacher and student guide, a mandatory 

teacher workshop, a pre-site visit by a ranger to the classroom and a field trip to the Preserve. A variety 

of hands-on, inquiry-based activities are performed by the students during their field trip.  This includes 

tracking a panther radio transmitter using radio telemetry, collecting data by performing water quality, 

soil and weather testing, and vegetation and animal identification. 

 

The goals of the Program are thus: 

I. To provide students with hands on, interdisciplinary, and curriculum based field experience that 

aligns to Florida Sunshine State Standards. 

II. To give students a clearer understanding of their connection and responsibilities to the natural 

world so that they may become better informed citizens, community leaders, and stewards of 

the fragile and unique environment of South Florida. 

 

  

 
                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Teacher Workshop 

Before any class can come! 
 

The teacher must have attended the teacher workshop.  Teachers cannot send their class with another 

teacher.   
 

The workshop will be held in Big Cypress National Preserve beginning at the S.W.A.M.P. 

Environmental Education Center on Birdon Road (CR 841), in Ochopee, FL. 

Contact Lisa Andrews at 239-695-1164 to sign up, receive directions and important information.   

 

All teachers will be expected to assist in leading a group on the field trip so this is the time to learn and 

ask questions!   
 

What to wear:  
 

 We will be walking in the swamp! You will get wet!!  It will be fun! 

 Wear comfortable and cool clothing. 

 Long pants and old tennis shoes that lace up and can get wet and muddy. 

 

What to bring: 

 
 Lunch 

 Water 

 Bug Spray 

 Sun protection ï hat, sunglasses, sunscreen 

 Long sleeve shirt  

 Rain jacket just in case 

 Are you allergic to insect stings?  Bring what you need. 

 Thatôs all! 

 

Notebooks, pencils, teacher/student workbook, lots of good information and soft drinks will be provided.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Pre-Site Ranger Visit 
 

A ranger will visit the classroom before each field trip. 

Schedule this visit by calling Lisa Andrews, Education Specialist at Big Cypress National Preserve at 

239-695-1164 or through e-mail at: lisa_andrews@nps.gov 

 

The visit will include discussion on: 

 

What is the National Park Service? 

 

What is the Big Cypress National Preserve? 

 When it was established 

 Why 

 

Slide presentation  

 Introduction to the habitats in Big Cypress National Preserve  

 Cypress Strand 

 Hardwood Hammock 

 Pineland 

 Prairie 

 Mangrove estuary 

 Wildlife in the Preserve 

 How to track a Panther 

 Students from previous year doing activities 

 

Discuss upcoming field trip 

 Fears about field trip  

 Safety  

 What to and not to wear/bring 

 Rules and regulations of the Preserve 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Contents of Backpacks 

 
In the backpacks you will find the materials your students need to successfully collect data at their field 

site in Big Cypress National Preserve.  You will be provided with a backpack to take to your classroom 

to complete the Pre-Site Lessons and Labs with your students.  It is essential that your students are 

familiar with the contents of the backpack in terms of both the procedure for use of the instruments and 

what information can be discovered by the correct use of the instrument in the field.  The Pre-Site 

Lessons and Labs provide all of the information youôll need to help your students to gain the knowledge 

and experience necessary to be successful with the field site data collection and experimentation on the 

day of the field trip.   

 

 Pencils 

 Clipboards 

 Data Booklets 

 Rubbermaid containers containing the following: 

 

Animals 
Laminated Track ID Rings ï Aquatic Animals 

 

Vegetation 
Vegetation I.D. cards 

 

Water 
Water/Soil Depth measuring stick 

Thermometers 

D.O. kits 

pH dipsticks 

Clear water collecting bottles 

 

Weather 
Anemometer 

Compass 

Sling Psychrometer 

Orange flagging 

Relative humidity chart 

Cloud ID card 

 

Soil 
Water/Soil Depth Measuring Stick 

Color chart 

 



 
 

 Field Trip Logistics and Supply Checklist 
45 students with one chaperone to every ten students 

10:00 ï meet at the S.W.A.M.P. Environmental Education Center in Big Cypress National Preserve   

 

2:30 ï leave the Preserve 

 

Directions to the S.W.A.M.P. Center located on Birdon Road (CR 841) 

From North Naples: 

From the intersection of CR 951 and Hwy 41, travel east on 41 approximately 28 miles.  Pass the 

Preserve Headquarters and continue on 0.7 miles, turn left onto CR 841 or Birdon Road.  Travel north 

on Birdon Rd. about 2.5 miles to the S.W.A.M.P. Education Center on the left. 

**Along HWY 41 watch for these landmarks: 

HWY 29, Wooten's airboat tours, the Big Cypress National  Preserve Headquarters, RVs on Dona 

Drive, turn left there onto Birdon Rd 

   

From South Naples 

From the intersection of CR 951 and Hwy 75: pay $2.50 toll and travel east.  Exit right at #80 onto hwy 

29.  Travel south 12.6 miles on 29 to CR 837 or Wagon Wheel Rd. and turn left.   Travel approximately 

1 mile to the ñTò and turn right onto Birdon Rd.  Travel south on Birdon Rd. about 2.5 miles to the 

S.W.A.M.P. Education Center on right. 

 

From Immokalee: 

Travel south on HWY 29 toward HWY 41.  After passing hwy 75 travel 12.6 miles and turn left onto 

CR837 (Wagon Wheel Rd).  At the ñTò turn right and travel 2.5 miles south to the S.W.A.M.P. 

Education Center. 

 

Check List for Field Trip  

 

What to Bring What Not To Bring 
Sun protection ï hat, sunscreen, sunglasses 

Water ï plenty of it 

Bug repellant ï not spray 

Lunch ï Something that does not need to be kept 

cold 
Suitable clothing for the weather 

Comfortable clothing 

Long pants 
Extra long sleeve shirt 

Closed toed shoes that lace on tight 

Shoes and pants that can get wet and muddy 
White socks and t-shirts will never be white again!! 

 

MP3 and IPods 

Cell phones 

Backpacks 
Cameras 

Money 

No change of clothes 
Do not bring anything that will be damaged if 

gotten wet or could get lost 

 



 
 

Safety Concerns and Precautions 
 

Teacher Workshop  

  
The safety discussion during the Teacher Workshop includes:  

 If they donôt feel comfortable about this trip then this is not the trip for them  

 What to wear and bring - Long pants, closed toed lace on shoes, sun protection ï hat, sunscreen, 

sunglasses, long sleeve shirt, water, insect repellent  

 Things to be aware of:  

 Paper wasps and other stinging insects ï make sure they are aware of studentôs allergies to these 

and if they come to bring the proper medication   

 Fire ants  

 Snakes ï went over the 4 poisonous snakes found here, where they are likely to be found, how 

students and teachers should react to them and how to avoid them 

 Alligators ï where they are found, when they are more dangerous ï fed, have young, threatened 

 Spiders 

 Respect for the wildlife ï do not feed, or touch or harm any wildlife 

 Footing ï walking in the muck, twisting ankles on rocks, submerged things to trip on and bang 

shins on ï branches, stumps, logs, cypress knees, limestone, solution holes 

 Poisonous vegetation ï Poison Ivy, Poison wood, Brazilian pepper 

 Safe use of the walking sticks 

 Alternate program at E.E. center in case of inclement weather 

 If lightning or other threatening weather occurs we will leave the field immediately 

 All students, teachers and chaperones will wear orange safety vests  

 Fears they might have 

 What happens in the event of an emergency  

 First aid kits for each ranger and teacher 

 Rangers and teacher will each have a hand-held walky-talky to communicate between each 

group. 

 Rangers will have a park radio and a cell phone with direct contact to EVER dispatch, EMT, 

Park Rangers, Collier County Sheriff 

 A Park Service Volunteer will also accompany each group 

 

Ranger pre-site school visits 
A large part of the pre-site visit is devoted to discussing the upcoming field trip including safety.  All of 

the safety information that has been discussed with the teachers above will be discussed again in the 

classroom with the students. 

 
Student/Teacher Workbook 
This will also contain all of the safety information discussed above and is available to the students, 

teachers, other school employees and parents. 



 
 

Checklists of what to bring, how to dress, etc. is included 

 

Safety discussion at teacher workshop 

Safety discussion with students at pre-site classroom visit 

Safety information included in Teacher/ Student Workbook  

Safety briefing at field trip site 

 

The rangers and volunteers will be certified in:  

 CPR  

 Basic First Aid  

 Basic Water Safety   

 

 

Rangers will have park radios and cell phones and have been trained in the proper procedure for using 

the radios in case of a medical emergency. 

 

On the field trip - each leader will be carrying a first aid kit. 

 

A first aid kit will also be available at the E.E. Center. 

 

Orange safety vests are required to be worn by all students, chaperones and teachers. 

 

A schedule of field trip dates and locations has been supplied to Law enforcement. 

 

The rangers and teacher will carry small walky-talky type radios to communicate between groups 

without causing disturbance on the park radios ï to use in case of emergency, however, the three groups 

will never be out of shouting distance from each other. 

 

Radio procedures: 

First, call 784 and notify them of a medical emergency.  They will notify park rangers and Collier 

County depending on the type of emergency.  Med-Flight will be called in if necessary and can reach us 

within 15 minutes.  

 

Teacher and rangers will each have a 2-way radio to communicate between groups.  

The lead ranger will have a park radio and cell phone with direct contact to Law Enforcement Rangers. 

Teacher and rangers will have first aid kits with them at all times. 

Rangers and volunteers hold current certifications in Basic First Aid, C.P.R. and Basic Water Rescue 

training. 

 

Please inform the ranger of any students with allergies to medications or insect stings, or other medical 

problems prior to the trip. 

 

 

 



 
 

Field Trip Agenda 

 
(Subject to change due to late bus ï adjust times as needed) 

 

10:00    Arrive at SWAMP Center 

 

10:00 ï 10:20   Restrooms and Nametags 

 

10:30 ï 10:50   Travel up Birdon Road to picnic area 

 

11:00 ï 11:30   Lunch 

 

11:40 ï 12:00  Go to field site, divide into groups, hand out walking sticks, backpacks, safety 

briefing 

 

12:00 ï 2:15 The three groups will rotate through three different habitats: Cypress Strand, 

Prairie, and Pineland performing tests, identification activities and recording data 

in each habitat. 

 

2:30    Back on bus to leave for school 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Map to S.W.A.M.P Environmental Education Center 

Big Cypress National Preserve 
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Why Should I Care About Swamp Water? 
 

Do you like to swim, fish, go boating, or go to the beach?  Do you like to eat fruit, vegetables, fish and 

sugar?  Do you like to have clean water to drink, wash your cloths, and take a bath in? Do you like to 

see wildlife living in their natural habitat undisturbed? Then water is very important to all of us! 

 

The water in the Big Cypress Swamp is very important in many ways to people living in Collier County.  

This huge swamp or wetland acts like a filter, straining out impurities and pollutants as the water flows 

over it making the water cleaner downstream and as it percolates into the aquifers.  It also acts like a 

sponge, absorbing the water as it flows.  Without this sponge effect the water would run off the land 

quickly and flood some areas.  People need fresh, clean water to drink, to bathe in, to wash clothes in, 

grow food with and for recreation.  The water you use for these things comes from the Shallow Aquifer 

of Southwest Florida which lies deep beneath Collier County and the Big Cypress Swamp.  

 

Water is also important to all wildlife.  From the tiniest microscopic plant or animal right on up to the 

panther and alligator, their lives depend on the water to be clean and just the right levels to thrive and 

reproduce.  Many animals and plants live in the water, and others depend on water creatures for their 

food. Different elevations and water levels determine what kind of habitats will exist in a place and in 

turn different habitats determine which animals and plants will be found living there.  So you see, water 

is vitally important to all living creatures and because of that, we are all connected. 

 

Big Cypress National Preserve is a part of the Big Cypress Swamp.  The Preserve gets its water mostly 

through rainfall, but also from the wetlands to the North and West.  The water flows through the 

Preserve southward through the eastern portion of Collier County.  Along its journey it passes through 

many habitats that are used by wildlife and people in many ways. 

 

Throughout this program we will be exploring three habitats in the Big Cypress National Preserve and 

determining if these are healthy habitats for the Florida panther, the American alligator, and people to 

exist. 

 

Why should you be concerned?  Every day more and more people are moving to South Florida.  That 

means that more houses and buildings are being constructed in important habitats, more people are using 

your water, more water is being polluted, and thus more impacts are being placed upon this fragile 

ecosystem.  In order for us all (wildlife included) to live together, be able to go to the beach, eat fish and 

see the panther and alligator in their natural habitats, we all have to know what we can do to help.  

 

 



 
 

Habitats in Big Cypress National Preserve 
 

The five basic habitats of Big Cypress National Preserve include hardwood hammocks, pinelands, 

prairies, cypress swamps, and mangrove forests.  Each is unique in the type of plants, soils and animals 

it contains depending on the elevation, which can range from sea level to 17 feet.  During the field trip to 

the preserve you will be exploring at least three of these habitats. 

 

Hardwood Hammocks are found on slightly elevated bedrock areas or on the remains of Calusa shell 

mounds.  Hammocks look a bit like a tropical forest due to the rich diversity of ferns, epiphytes, lichens 

and vines that grow in their sheltered interior.  Oaks, wild tamarind, cabbage palms, maple and saw 

palmetto are often found in these tree islands. Hammocks have a hydroperiod of about 10-45 days.  The 

plants in the hammock provide food and shelter to many different organisms including the Florida 

panther which likes to lounge in the tall trees during the day.  The Ligguus Tree Snail can also be found 

in many hammocks. 

 

Pinelands come in two types, one with an understory made up mostly of saw palmetto and the other with 

a mixed grass understory.  South Florida Slash Pine is the dominant overstory species.  This slash pine 

has developed longer taproots and smaller needle size than its northern cousin.  These adaptations allow 

the South Florida Slash Pine to survive the spring droughts and summer floods.  This pine is also very 

tolerant of fire.  Its seeds may be eaten by many types of rodents, insects and birds. 

 

The slash pine is a very hard wood, extremely resistant to termites.  This has made it a very desirable 

wood for building houses resulting in the logging of the old growth trees in Florida. The term Slash 

comes from the once widespread practice of extracting its sap by cutting diagonal slash marks in the 

trunk, draining the sap from the cuts and using it to make turpentine and other products.  

 

A pine forest has a hydroperiod of about 20 ï 60 days annually.  Prairies are called wet or dry based 

more on what plant species grow there than on the actual amount of water present.  Wet prairies occur 

on mineral soils that are covered with water about 50-150 days per year.  The water rarely gets any 

deeper than about 20 cm even in the wettest of seasons.  Wet prairies usually burn at least once during a 

five year period.  Without fire, woody plants would push out the prairie plant species.  This would in 

turn cause prairie mammals and birds to lose their habitat.   

 

Periphyton is a common part of the vegetation in wet prairies and is an important link in the wet prairie 

food chain.  Periphyton is made up of many species of blue-green and green algae.  It may form a 

blanket over the prairie floor that is 4 cm thick or more.  Periphyton is eaten by a variety of flies, snails, 

fish, tadpoles and zooplankton.  During the rainy season, tadpoles and insect larvae hatch in prairies 

providing many wading birds, reptiles and amphibians with a good meal. 

 

Cypress Swamps are magical places with most of the overstory made up of cypress trees.  In the 

understory however, swamp fern, spikerush and marsh fleabane abound.  Bladderwort, a carnivorous 



 
 

plant that consumes many types of small water organisms including mosquito larvae, can often be found 

here.  Buttonbush, cocoplum, willow and wax myrtle are among the woody understory plants you might 

find in the Big Cypress.   

 

You may also see many bromeliads and orchids in a cypress swamp. These plants are called epiphytes.  

Epiphytes live on trees in the forest but cause no harm to trees.  Some bromeliads get water and minerals 

directly from rain. Others funnel rain into a rosette of broad overlapping leaves.  These ñstorage tanksò 

collect debris from the host plant, wind and insects, which in turn provides a rich nutrient liquid for the 

bromeliad.  These bromeliads also provide a safe shelter to many small organisms such as frogs and 

insects.  Whole food chains can be found on one plant.  A few species of bromeliad, like the catopsis, 

have become insectivorous. 

 

Squirrels, sandhill cranes and several species of ducks have been seen eating cypress seeds.  Rabbits 

may eat branches, bark and roots of cypress seedlings. 

 

Cypress trees grow in water.  The tallest trees grow in the deepest water where the collection of peat is 

greatest and the smallest trees occupy the edge.  Cypress domes and strands have a long hydroperiod.  

The deeper areas stay wet throughout the year especially in the center of the domes and in the sloughs.  

On the perimeter of the domes and strands, and in sparsely populated areas of cypress, the water levels 

may drop considerably during the very driest time of the year, but the ground will usually remain moist 

and soggy.  

 

Mangrove forests are another habitat found in Big Cypress.  Mangroves are remarkable trees. They not 

only grow in the fresh water areas of the Preserve, but can also survive in the saltwater!  There are three 

types of mangrove trees, red, black and white.  The red will usually be found standing in water up to 

three feet deep and can keep salt from entering its root system.  It can survive in water that has up to 35 

p.p.m. (parts per million) which is the average amount of salt found in normal sea water. The Black and 

White Mangroves will allow some salt in and can extrude it or get rid of it through special cells in its 

leaves.  The Black Mangrove is found in the saltiest environment, up to 100 p.p.m.  This is the area 

where tides and storm surges reach, but then recede for a period of time.  The water evaporates leaving 

high concentrations of salt in the soil.   

 

Mangroves add many benefits to the environment.  Red Mangroves have strange, arching, exposed roots 

that help to trap and hold soil and debris, adding to existing land and keeping it from eroding with the 

waves and tides.  This entangled root system also provides a safe haven for all kinds of tiny marine 

creatures including shrimp, crabs and small fish.  Many types of fish that are caught and sold 

commercially, like grouper and snapper, spend a part of their lives hiding among the mangrove roots.  

Birds like egrets, herons and pelicans roost and nest in the mangrove trees.  The mangrove leaves that 

die and fall into the water become covered with a slimy film that is broken down by decomposers.  This 

detritus becomes food for all kinds of tiny organisms.  They are eaten by larger organisms and so on 

right on up the food chain!     

 



 
 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 
 

The Florida Panther 
 

Family Tree: The Florida panther is a subspecies of the cougar like you and your cousin are in the same 

family (subspecies) and you and your friend are humans (species).  The cougar has many names in 

different regions such as puma, mountain lion, painter, catamount, cougar and panther. 

 

Beauty Marks: The panther is a large cat with a tail almost two-thirds as long as its body.  Males and 

females look alike except the males are larger.  Their fur is medium tan and lighter tan on the chest and 

belly.  The kittens have spots which fade by the time they are about six months old.  These colors 

provide good camouflage for self-protection and hunting.  Males weigh 100 to 150 pounds and are about 

7 feet in length and females weigh 65 to 100 pounds and are about 6 feet in length.  Many Florida 

panthers have a distinctive crook in the tail and a cowlick in the middle of the back.   

 

All in the Family: Panthers are solitary animals except for brief mating times and except for the bond of 

the female for her kittens.  Kittens may be born anytime in the year, but usually in late spring.  Blind and 

helpless, they weigh less than one pound.  A litter may have up to four kittens, but two is the average 

number that the female raises.  For the first six weeks their primary diet is motherôs milk, but at two 

months they begin to eat fresh meat brought to them by their mother.  They remain with their mother for 

one to one and a half years while they learn to hunt and survive. 

 
Danger! Pellagro! Once bountiful, the Florida panther is now the only cougar subspecies scientifically 

documented east of the Mississippi River.  Prior to 1995 it was estimated that less than thirty panthers 

remained in Florida.  Research efforts have helped to increase the population keeping the Florida 

panther from disappearing into the mists of time and gone forever. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 



 
 

 



 
 

 



 
 

 



 
 

 



 
 

 


