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April 16, 2005

Tips for Educational Outreach Programs:
Now more than ever, I believe that educating others about our hobby is critical. In March 2005, a bill was introduced into the North Carolina Senate that included boas as “inherently dangerous” animals that would be banned under this legislation. For those of us that work with these animals, this legislation is obviously a product of ignorance. I don’t mean that in a derogatory way. It is a fact that most people have not had the opportunity to observe and interact with a boa constrictor. Furthermore, many people are taught to fear snakes in general. Educational outreach presentations for children are especially important. Children are our future hobbyists.....and our future politicians. Can you remember the first time you attended a reptile presentation and got to hold a snake? I thought so. Here is a quote from my web site:
“Education is the Key -

Our hobby is constantly threatened by government regulation & bans, shipping company policies, and the general devaluing of these animals by humans. In my opinion, our only real hope is to change people's minds one at a time. We know how special these animals are but we need to do the work necessary to educate others. It is hard work and takes lots of time but it is very rewarding and we (knowledgeable hobbyists) are the only people who can do it. Despite deeply entrenched cultural and personal biases against them, snakes have long fascinated humans. If you can get someone past their innate (or trained) fear of snakes, we will have one more person in the community who is willing to speak up for the rights of snakes and our rights as hobbyists.”
“Tolerance and understanding will work in our favor, where fear and misunderstanding have worked against us for so long.”...........Denny Rimes
Enough of the “why”, what about the “how”?
My recommendations are certainly not meant to claim that there is only one right way to do this. I can only share what has worked well for me. Your circumstances (your personality, your comfort level, your audience, the location of the presentation, etc.) may dictate a different approach. Feel free to contact me (see the footer) if you have questions that are not answered here.

Where can I find an audience for an outreach program?

· Your child’s birthday party is a good place to start. Usually a small but interested audience. Good practice.

· A gathering of adults or family at your house. Again, good practice in a familiar setting.

· Your children’s class at school would be a worthy next step. No children? How about the neighbor’s kids or someone up the street. Teachers certainly don’t mind educational programs where they are not responsible for developing the lesson plan.

· Maybe a local museum or herp society already has an outreach program that you can join.

· Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Cub Scouts, YMCA, the local boys or girls club, and other organizations for young people.
I’ve found a willing audience, now what? 

· Now you need a game plan. If this is your first presentation then I would think small and play it safe. A conservative and successful first presentation will be followed by another…..and it will be better. A disastrous first presentation will see no sequel.
What do I mean by small and safe?
· Choose a small audience (i.e. choose one class rather than the whole school).
· Choose an age that you would be comfortable with. If kindergarteners strike fear in your heart then choose 6th grade.
· Choose a limited time frame. Don’t volunteer for the whole afternoon. Choose a time frame that you are comfortable with. More suggestions about time below.

· Bring an assistant. An assistant can hold an animal while you talk about them, bag/unbag animals, take photos, or alternate speaking parts with you. I’ve always had people with me. It makes it more fun. My assistants have ranged from my children (starting when they were 5)….to my high school students…. to my wife.
· For your first presentation, you may want to consider not allowing the audience to hold the animal. Maybe they just get to touch the animal while you hold it or maybe one or two lucky volunteers get a chance to handle the boa. Again, the goal is for you to be comfortable and have the presentation be successful. The audience can learn a great deal about boas without handling them. However, if you can get to a point where handling is included in your program this is a huge bonus and the impact you have will be enormous.

I am going to include handling in my program, what should I consider?

· Obviously you want to choose an animal that will represent the docile, easy-going nature that we love in our boas. It is not a completely safe assumption that an animal that handles well with you in private will do equally well when surrounded by 25 excited 1st graders. This is where you might want to test your animal by having limited handling at a first presentation. My “tests” have usually involved my children’s birthday party or when they have friends over that want to “meet” the snakes. Or maybe you are having adult friends or relatives over. Any chance where your boa has the opportunity to prove itself when being passed amongst a few inexperienced (and nervous) hands. In reality, I have owned very few animals that I wouldn’t consider for a presentation. I have some that have incredibly reliable temperaments. Night, day, hot, cold, 3 people, or 100 people….it just doesn’t matter. I have boas whose temperament is such that I don't think they would bite the kid.....EVEN if the kid bit them first!
· Consider when the boas will make their appearance and how you are going to organize the handling. With children, you must lay down the rules. Demonstrate what you expect, tell them what not to do, make them line up single file, etc.
Do you use waivers or signed consent forms for your school presentations?

· No. I use no waivers....or any special form for that matter. It may be foolish on my part but I have developed a high tolerance for situations that others may consider "risky". I've spend 16 years teaching chemistry to 15-17 year olds. I'm known for doing A LOT of lab work and trusting the kids with a serious level of responsibility. In fact, the very first experiment of the year for the newbies (15 year old sophomores) is to have them light Bunsen burners and learn how to adjust them to get flame temperatures in excess of 2,000 *C. Most people shudder at the thought of working in a room crowded with teenagers and open flames. I thoroughly enjoy it. So I guess the moral of the story is that I would do what you need to be comfortable. If it takes a signed waiver then I would do it so that you get into the classroom and share with these young people.
Outline of a typical presentation to elementary students:

1. I bag the animals and then place them in a cardboard “bankers” box….the kind with the built in handles. If the animal will be subjected to hours of handling then bring paper towels….I learned this the hard way. Also bring a shed skin that is complete.
2. See if the teacher can set you up in a classroom that has one of those pull down maps that shows Central and South America. A globe will suffice with a small group. Sometimes the school will have a “flex” room where you can stay in one location and classes of kids can rotate in.
3. Consider that many elementary classrooms have class pets that your boa may find to be of culinary interest. Also consider that students may have pet gerbils, hamsters, and the like. You may want to consider having them wash their hands or removing them from the handling portion of the program.
4. See if you can’t get a few minutes in the classroom to orient yourself before the kids arrive. Where’s the map, where’s the chalkboard, etc.
5. Do not have the boas out when the kids arrive. This will send them into a frenzy and you will never get them calmed down enough to listen to you. Their eyes will be glued on that boa.
6. I begin by introducing myself and telling them what I do for a living and that boa constrictors are a hobby of mine. I give them a little history as to when and how I got introduced to boas. I usually have my name and the words “boa constrictor” already written on the board.
7. I now explain to them that this species of snake are not a native animal and this is when I will pull out a map (or one of those globes can serve as a worthy substitute) and talk about the native habitat.
8. I try to limit this introductory time to about 5-10 minutes. It depends on the audience. The younger the audience, the sooner I like to get them involved. To get them involved, I like to ask them, “What are the differences between a boa and yourself?” As I call on kids, I list their offerings on the board. I do not stop to explain or correct them. This will take 10-15 minutes.
9. Beware of the child that raises their hand and wants to tell a personal story. It usually goes something like this – “One time when I was little, I was playing in the backyard and I found this green snake…..” These stories will usually ramble forever and then every kid in the room will want to tell of their personal encounters with a snake. You can let this kid tell their story but then you must redirect their focus to the boas. One trick is to tell them that if we sit and listen to every child’s story then there won’t be time to hold the boas.
10. Now you have a list on the board. It may look something like this:

· no arms & legs

· slimy

· long & skinny

· no ears

· fangs

· poisonous

· can’t talk

· slither

· long tongue

· eat mice
· cold blooded
· etc.

Now is when I bring out a boa and handle it in front of them. I go through their list. Either I confirm their offering as correct or discuss or demonstrate why it may be incorrect. I will also add info or write the correction next to the list. With the boa in front of them you can talk about the tongue, the teeth, the skin, etc. as they observe the animal with their own eyes. Now you can develop a good list.

Note: I don’t write all of this down on the board but I wanted to show you some lines of questioning that are useful. Also, this is way too much information to cover in a typical presentation so you can pick and choose, add and subtract as suits your purpose. Lastly, I do adjust the vocabulary and level of detail of the presentation to be age appropriate. This part of the program can be highly variable in regards to how much time you devote to it. Due to its flexibility, expand or compress this part of the program in order to accommodate the presence or absence of a handling session and the overall allotted time for the program.
	No arms & legs
	· How do they move?
· How do they defend themselves?

· How do they climb?

· How do they catch their food?

· Can you think of any advantages to having no arms or legs?

· Can you imagine what it would be like to move and feed yourself without arms, legs, hands, and fingers?

	· Can talk about how the muscles in the belly work and then they are ready to observe for this when the boa moves over their own hands & arms.

· Can talk about how the snake has enjoyed a long and successful history and evolved to over 2,600 species found in almost habitat on the planet

· Boas can only defend themselves in two ways: flee or fight. How would they fight? Mostly by hissing, posturing, and threatening to bite. However, they can bite. At this point, I like to do a roll call. How many of you have been bit by a dog? a cat? a gerbil? a bird? a horse? A HUMAN? I raise my own hand for all of these. The younger kids have recent experience with many of these (especially the last one) and it really hits home that most animals have teeth and use them depending on the circumstances. What possible circumstances would lead a boa to bite? I talk about how a boa needs to feel safe. What scares a boa? I ask students if it would scare them if a car suddenly came hurtling toward them. They acknowledge that they wouldn’t like it if a large object suddenly came at them. Now I ask them to compare the size of their hand to the boa’s head. To the boa, a hand that suddenly comes at their face is understandably frightening.
· No fangs. No venom. Boas depend on constriction. Many small, sharp teeth for gripping their prey. The boa only needs to strike their prey and grip it long enough to get their coils wrapped around the victim. Teeth are not used for chewing.
· Advantage? Snakes can escape their enemies by slithering into a crack between some rocks or down a hole. They have exceptional maneuverability. Boas are also excellent climbers although they spend the majority of their time on the ground.
· If your audience is older students like a high school biology class then you may want to get into more advanced topics like evolution.

	Slimy
	· What other animals do you consider slimy?

	· Snakes are covered in dry scales. They do not sweat. Even when wet they are not slippery like a frog. Fine scaled snakes will feel soft and luxurious. 
· Every 2-3 months, a boa will outgrow its current skin and undergo a shedding process. Humans are constantly forming new skin cells and shedding off dead ones, but snakes will crawl out of their dead skin leaving it in one spectacular piece. Show the sample skin and point out the pattern present as well as the eye caps then pass around.

	Long & skinny
	· What is the longest snake in the world?
· How long do you think a boa can get?

	· A snake’s size and length are dictated by its habitat and prey. Compare a tiny snake (ringneck?) to a python.

· Although drastically different in shape, snakes actually have a lot in common with us internally. Can talk about the basic organization of their body. A long backbone with many ribs. Esophagus, stomach, intestines, and vent (invariably, some kid will ask how they go to the bathroom). Like us they have a heart, lungs, kidneys, liver, gall bladder, and brain (although small).

	No ears
	· How do they detect or sense their enemies and prey?

	· Show them the head of the boa and the absence of external ears. The boa can sense vibrations but don’t process this into “sound” like true ears. The eyes are functional but not its best sense. The boa has nostrils but its true sense of “smell” involves that long forked tongue. The tongue is used to sample the air. Chemicals are brought into the mouth and delivered to the Jacobsen’s organ. This organ, working together with the brain, allows the boa to identify what is in its surroundings. Do you know what a mouse or gerbil smells like? A boa can detect a mouse from a much greater distance than us.

	Fangs
	· 

	· Previously discussed. Can pry open the mouth if you care to demonstrate. This can also show their level of tolerance. 

	Poisonous
	· Do you know of any poisonous animals?
· What do they use their venom for?

	· Boas use constriction rather than venom to subdue their prey.

	Can’t talk
	· How do they communicate?
· Do boas live in groups?

	· A boa can generate sound. They can inflate themselves and then expel this air in a hissing sound. 
· Although they lack a formal means of communication, they can make their feelings known with body language. For instance, a boa may spastically jerk its tail away if it doesn’t want to be touched.

· Boas are solitary creatures.

	Slither
	· Do all snakes slither the same?

· Do all snakes move at the same speed?

	· Previously discussed. Questions above for possible extensions.

	Long tongue
	· 

	· Previously discussed.

	Eat mice
	· Do all snakes eat mice?
· Do boas eat only mice?

· How do they find the mice?

· How do they catch the mice?

· What do you think is the biggest they can eat?

· How often do they eat?

	· Boas will eat rodents and birds. A large boa could also prey on small members of the cat family if the opportunity presented itself. However, large members of the cat family (Jaguars) are enemies so boas seem to have a well developed fear instinct around cats. Captive boas are commonly fed dead prey.
· Boas are normally ambush predators although they can certainly seek out prey. Prey is suffocated by constriction and swallowed whole. The jaw can disjoin and allow the boa to swallow food that is much larger than its head and even thicker than its mid-body. 
· How often boas eat in the wild is unknown but they typically eat every 7-14 days in captivity. However, boas can go months without food and not seriously jeopardize their health. 


	Cold blooded
	· What temperature do we maintain our bodies? 
· How do we keep ourselves warm?

· How does a cold blooded animal stay warm?

	· Many children will know the temperature of their bodies if you prompt them with something like “What temperature is your Mommy looking for on the thermometer if she takes your temperature when you are sick?”.
· Warm blooded animals must consume vast amounts of chemicals (food) in order to produce the heat energy required to maintain their bodies at a warm temperature. Humans maintain their bodies at 98.6 *F no matter the temperature of the surroundings.
· Cold blooded animals will seek to maintain their desired temperature by changing location. Crawling into the sun, the shade, the water, etc. Boas live in the rain forest where there are not dramatic fluctuations in temperature.

· Because the boa doesn’t need to consume energy to maintain their internal temperature, boas can survive with much less food then we can. Boas can go months without food. This is a huge survival advantage. However, boas are subject to the dangers of dehydration just as we are.

	Other possible points of interest:

· Boas have no hair or eyelids

· Like humans, boas give birth to live young. However, boas have very little maternal instinct. The babies crawl away at birth and live independently without the care of help of others. Compare this with humans where most children spend 18 years (or more!) under the care and guidance of their parents before they are considered suitably independent. Boas have litters that normally range from 15-30. The babies are normally about 12-20” and only slightly thicker than a pencil. Large numbers of babies insure the survival of the species since baby boas can be prey for many animals in the jungle. The gestation period is about 4 months.
· Boas are not considered nocturnal but they tend to be less active in the middle of the day and more active at dusk, dawn, and some night time hours.

· Someone will ask how you can tell a boy from a girl. My normal answer is that it is difficult even for people who are experienced with boas. This deflects a question that may require a lot of time and may make the teacher uncomfortable.


Q & A Session:
· I will typically open the floor up for questions at this time. As mentioned earlier, try not to let kids get the program sidetracked by long personal stories and questions that aren’t pertinent. If I am short for time I will limit this to as little as 5 minutes or so.

Handling Session:

· Again, if you are nervous about this part then just leave it out. Your comfort level will eventually get there but no hurry and no worry.

· If you decide to include a handling session then I recommend saving it for last….the grand finale.

· I announce to the audience that handling the boa is strictly voluntary – you DO NOT have to handle the boa. I offer to hold its head behind my arm and allow them to touch its skin and feel that it is dry and covers solid muscle.

· Demonstrate to your audience good handling technique. Stress that:

1. The boa will like their warm skin.
2. The boa needs support so spread your arms and fingers (palms up) and give the boa plenty of “branches”.
3. Show them that the boa will try to anchor itself by wrapping their tail around your wrist, finger, watch, etc.

4. They will feel some squeezing but this is not constriction. This is just muscles trying to “hang on”. If you are hanging from a tree with one hand then you may feel unsafe and scared. A boa wants to feel safe and secure. Without arms, hand, and fingers, the boa must wrap and squeeze to hang on. You will also feel muscle tension as the boa moves across your arm. The muscles will work like the treads of a tank trying to grip and find traction.
5. The boa will be curious and move its head around flicking its tongue. It is not trying to bite you or eat you. Your scent will not give the boa any thoughts about a meal. I will be right here to help you – do not drop my boa. If you become scared just hand it back to me.

· At this point you may want to begin with one brave volunteer to demonstrate to the group that a young inexperienced person can do this too.
· Now I would explain how you expect them to line up single file and where you want the line to begin. If you have multiple boas (and an assistant) then make lines on opposite sides of the room. I usually have an older/larger animal on one side of the room and then a young animal for the other line. Some kids will muster the courage to hold a 2.5’ animal but won’t consider the five footer. Warn them that any child who can’t remain quiet and calm will be told to exit the line.
· You may want to offer to photograph them holding the boa. I email these to the teachers for distribution. The kids really want their parents to see these.
· Some kids will elect to sit this out but once they see their peers enjoying the boas their curiosity gets the best of them and they suddenly begin slipping into the back of the line.

· If there is another group coming in, I quickly re-bag the boas, erase the list off the board, and start over. New kids, new questions, and new smiles.

Summary: 

I. Introduction (5-10 min.)

II. Soliciting list of differences from audience (10-15 min.)

III. Showing boa, revising list, and general information session (15-??? min.)

IV. Question & Answer session (5-??? min.)

V. Handling session (15-??? min.)

…….and when your day draws to a close…….you will feel like you have earned your keep…….and your memory will be filled with rewards like these:
[image: image1.jpg]ATINB OA'STIT



 
Have fun…….AND PLEASE share your stories.
gray
gray@allboas.com
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