
 
A Teacher’s Guide to 

Animals with Bad Reputations 
Grades 3-6 

Description   
Slimy? Scary? Sneaky? Separate fact from fiction in this investigation of fascinating animals that 
are often misunderstood. 
 

Outcomes  
Students will understand that animals look and behave in ways that allow them to better survive 
in their environments.  Students will recognize some common misconceptions and some 
commonly labeled “bad” animals while exploring the natural behaviors behind these “bad 
reputations.”  
 

Suggested Activities Before Your Outreach/Discovery Lesson: 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

·  Discuss what it means to have a bad reputation.  Read Jerry Spinelli’s Maniac Magee.  
Discuss what characters in the book think of Jeffrey “Maniac” Magee.  Why do the 
characters think about him the way they do?  How does the idea of a “bad reputation” apply 
to the theme of racism in the book? 

·  Have the students brainstorm a list of animals they think would have bad reputations.  Have 
the students choose one of the animals from the list and free write about that animal.  
Encourage them to not only include what they know about the animal, but also how they feel 
about the animal. 

·  Take a “bug walk.” Look for different kinds of insects.  Have the students keep a journal 
using pictures and words to describe the insects they encounter.  Use a field guide to identify 
the insects. 

 

Suggested Activities After Your Outreach/Discovery Lesson: 
Classroom Activities:  
·  Discuss the lesson with your students.  What new ideas or information did they learn?  Was 

anything confusing?  What did they like best? 
·  Go back to list of animals you made before the visit.  Pay particular attention to the emotions 

that were listed.  Do they feel differently about any of those animals now?  What, if anything, 
has made them change their minds?  How would research into the animals change their 
opinion of the animal?  Test the theory!  Choose several of the animals and research as to 
why they do what they do and why they look the way they look.   

·  Conduct interviews with people in your community about their feelings and knowledge of 
sharks.  Look for common themes or trends in your results.  Report your findings to the class.  
Do your results match the class results? Are most people afraid of sharks? How do most 

  Vocabulary 
  myth     impression  
  reputation     biodiversity 
  scavenger      



people in your community feel about sharks?  Why do you think people in your community 
feel this way?  Would your results change if you lived in a different part of the country?  
Why?   

·  See the attached “Animals with Bad Reputations Activities: Fact or Fiction” for a game that 
encourages players to really think about what they think they know about animals!    

 
Homework Assignments: 
·  Try the Crazy and Cool Critter Crossword (attached) and reinforce vocabulary concepts. 
 
Interdisciplinary Activities: 
·  See “Animals with Bad Reputations Activities: Wolves” for activities that explore the role of 

these mysterious animals in literature, music, and mythology. 
·  See Measure Up! (attached) for a math activity that allows students to take a closer look at 

some animals with bad reputations. 
 
Writing Prompts: 
·  Using the interviews of different worms at http://www.yucky.com as a guide, have the 

students write their own interviews with an animal with a bad reputation.  Allow them to “set 
the record straight” about some misunderstood animals. Research the animal and publish the 
interviews so the whole community can learn about some amazing animals.   

 
Class Project Ideas: 
·  In groups, plan a public service announcement about animals with bad reputations.  After 

discussing with your class what PSAs are and how they are used, come up with a plan to use 
PSAs as a way of helping educate the community about animals with bad reputations. 
Research your animals.  For great examples of PSAs to share with your students, check out 
The American Heart Association website http://www.americanheart.org. They can choose to 
do a television spot, a print ad, or a billboard.  Spread the word! 

·  Join “Project Pigeon Watch” 
Observe pigeons in your area to help scientists learn about the behavior of these animals with 
bad reputations—from communication to courtship behavior, and more.  For details, visit: 
http://ehrweb.aaas.org/ehr/parents/Pigeons!.html 

 
Resources for Students 
·  The Yuckiest Site on the Internet! Find some fun information about worms and cockroaches 

at http://www.yucky.com 
·  Learn about the ins and outs of the earthworm.  Check out “The Virtual Worm” to get a 

really close look at this amazing animal! http://www.naturewatch.ca/english/ 
·  Honey Bees by Deborah Heiligman  
·  Check out the “Buggin’ with Rudd” section of Animal Planet’s website.  There, you’ll find a 

very challenging and interesting game involving some of the world’s most amazing and often 
misunderstood animals- bugs! http://animal.discovery.com 

·  The aye-ayes of Madagascar seem very strange to us, but National Geographic Kids gives 
these cool animals a closer look.  Click on “Stories” on the home page and enter the archives 
to find this amazing report. http://www.nationalgeographic.com/ngkids 

·  Eyewitness: Life - David Burnie (Eyewitness Books) 
·  Compost Critters by Bianca Lavies  



·  Check out Dragonfly TV for a look at how two kids just like you investigate crocodiles to 
learn a little more about these animals with bad reputations - http://pbskids.org/dragonflytv 
Click on “Living Things” and then “Crocodiles” 

·  Shark (Eyewitness Book) DK Publishing (2004) 
·  Eyewitness: Reptiles –Colin McCarthy 
·  Insects (Eyewitness Books) DK Publishing (2004) 
·  The Kid's Guide to Research – Deborah Heiligman 
 
Additional Resources for Educators: 
·   Peterson First Guide to Insects of North America (Peterson First Guides(R)) by Christopher     
      Leahy, et al 
·  This is a great site by a “spider expert” located in Washington, D.C.  It dispels quite a few 

widely held beliefs about spiders.  http://www.washington.edu/burkemuseum/spidermyth/  
·  Last Child in the Woods  by Richard Louv.  This is a wonderful book for any educator who 

wants to bring nature back into the classroom.   
·  Janice Van Cleave’s Animals: Mind-Boggling Experiments You Can Turn into Science Fair 

Projects- by Janice VanCleave (general animal resource) 
·  How Nature Works (How It Works) by David Burnie (general animal resource) 
·   A Dictionary of Nature: 2,000 Key Words Arranged Thematically by David Burnie (general 

animal resource) 
 
AAAS’s Project 2061 Benchmarks 

5. The Living Environment: Diversity of Life 
5. The Living Environment: The Evolution of Life  
 

Pennsylvania Academic Standards in Environment and Ecology  
4.7.4  

 
Pennsylvania Academic Standards in Science and Technology 
 3.3.4   
   
New Jersey Standards 
    5.10.A.1   



Animals with Bad Reputations Activity: Fact or Fiction  
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 Animals with Bad Reputations Activity: Wolves 
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Little Red Riding Hood (Aladdin Picture Books)  
by Lisa Campbell Ernst 

 
Little Red Riding Hood in the Big Bad City  
by John Helfers, Martin Harry Greenberg (Editor) 

 
The True Story of the Three Little Pigs  
by Jon Scieszka, Lane Smith�

Politically Correct Bedtime Stories: Modern Tales 
for Our Life and Times  
by James Finn Garner 
(For your more advanced readers) 
 
Three Little Hawaiian Pigs and the Magic Shark  
by Donivee Laird
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