
Welcome to 
Marsh Madness 

in the ACE Basin! 
Here is everything you need to know about the competition; including the rules, links to the brackets and 
scoring rubrics, and information about all the animals that are competing! 

This competition is meant to be educational and fun! Many of these match ups are very unlikely to ever 
happen in the wild. This is a way for you to learn about the animals that live in, visit, and utilize the ACE 
Basin and discover their unique adaptations. 

The ACE Basin National Estuarine Research Reserve is one of the largest undeveloped estuaries on the east 
coast and is managed by SCDNR. The Ashepoo, Combahee, and Edisto rivers come together to form nearly 
100,000 acres of protected land and salt marsh that so many different species call home. 

Brackets are due the first Friday in February.
Battle winners will be announced every Monday for the next 8 weeks. The championship and winners will 
be announced the last week of March!



How to Play Marsh Madness

Marsh Madness is a fun and interactive way for students to learn about South Carolina's marsh and estuarine 
animals! The battle stories are meant to be fun and entertaining! We realize that some of these animals would 
never come in contact with each other in the wild, but we ask students to choose which animal is most likely to 
survive in their own habitat based on their adaptations and defense mechanisms. We hope students will use 
their creativity and critical thinking skills to analyze these match-ups!

Thirty-three animals have been selected to compete in the 8 week tournament. Students will research the 
animals in each match up and score them based on diet, agility, defense mechanisms, and superpower. They 
will then select which animal advances to the next round. Learn about each animal by viewing their information 
page and feel free to have students do additional research if needed! We've created a scoring worksheet to 
help students decide who will win each battle. 



Compete

This is a friendly competition between classes! Each class or team will submit one 
completed bracket by the first Friday in February in order to participate in the Marsh 
Madness tournament. If you teach more than one class, you can submit one bracket 
per class. Just be sure to name your team appropriately. 
You can choose how you want your class to participate. You can assign students to 
research the animals and help the class choose a winner. Students can fill out their 
own individual brackets or work in teams. 

Battle Rules
A couple things to note about the battles:

1. Battles are battles to survive, not always battles against each other. Animals may battle over 
resources or space or other factors in their habitats. If there is a battle over an item (such as food or 
nesting space) the animal that succeeds in securing the food or nesting space is the victor. The animal 
that retreats empty handed does not advance.

2. Winners are determined based on four categories: Diet, Agility, Defense Mechanisms, and 
Superpowers. (Injuries and upsets can also affect battle outcomes.)

https://sites.google.com/nerra.org/acebasinmarshmadness/home/rules?authuser=0#h.euwvyb4mps09


Scoring Sheet
Students can use the scoring rubric to rate the battling 
animals and decide on a winner. Animals are ranked based 
on diet, agility, defense mechanisms, and super powers. 
Remember, high scoring animals are most likely to 
advance. However, injuries, accidents, and upsets may 
cause high scoring animals to lose a battle. 

How to complete your 
Marsh Madness Bracket
We recommend filling out the bracket on paper before filling out this 
Google Form to make it easier. Fill out the google form here.

Or scan and email completed brackets to 
MarineEducation@dnr.sc.gov by the first Friday in February.

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdWFW4L2-xcX2NQGjitHLwn8dW00_AKhX2VEh9l-YZJFpKXEQ/viewform?usp=sf_link
mailto:marineeducation@dnr.sc.gov








Meet the Contenders!

The following slides will introduce 
the competing species for this 

year’s Marsh Madness competition



Wild Card Battle







Where Did You Come From? 
Where Did You Go?

(invasive and/or migratory)

















Camouflaged Critters























































Check out the
Scientist Spotlights!

Learn more about a few contenders 
and the researchers to who study them.



Red Knot

• A Red Knot’s yearly round-trip migration is up to 18,000 miles.

• Knots nest on high Arctic tundra slopes.

• Some knots spend the winter at the southern tip of South America.

• Red Knots concentrate in large flocks at stopover points during migration 

and one of the most important sites in the spring is in South Carolina.

• They eat small clams and horseshoe crab eggs by probing their bill in 

beach sand and mud.



Atlantic Brief Squid

• One of the only cephalopods that can survive in the rapidly changing 

salinities of an estuary/salt marsh, which makes it a primary food 

source for an array of commercially and ecologically important 

animals.

• It has some of the best eyes of the estuarine predators, being able to 

hunt in murky water using sight as its primary sense.

• You can tell the how old a brief squid is by counting the DAILY 

growth rings of its statolith (almost like year rings of a tree or fish 

otolith).



Horseshoe Crab

• Horseshoe crabs are the only extant (living) species that use book gills 
to breathe!

• Research has shown that horseshoe crabs have been spawning in salt 
marshes as well as beaches.

• Horseshoe crabs have been found to be important part of the diet of 
Loggerhead and Kemp’s Ridley sea turtles.

• Apart from rearing in captivity, there is no way to know for sure how 
old an adult horseshoe crab is. But you can roughly estimate age by 
the condition of the carapace.

• Horseshoe crabs are often called “living fossils” but this is a misnomer: 
they have never stopped evolving. But fossils looking fairly similar to
living horseshoe crabs date back at least 450 million years.



Wood Stork

• Adults drip water from their beaks onto nestlings to 

cool them down.

• Scientists band wood stork chicks to learn more about 

them. These bands go around their ankles to help 

track where they travel to. This is done with many 

bird species. 

• Is the only stork found in North America!



Atlantic Sturgeon

• Atlantic sturgeon spawn during the spring and fall in 
certain rivers, mostly through the middle of their range. 
And everywhere that we have documented this and 
tested them via genetics the two groups are genetically 
distinct from one another!

• We are still trying to learn more about how/why the 
different spawning groups are distinct and how it 
occurred evolutionarily.


	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21
	Slide 22
	Slide 23
	Slide 24
	Slide 25
	Slide 26
	Slide 27
	Slide 28
	Slide 29
	Slide 30
	Slide 31
	Slide 32
	Slide 33
	Slide 34
	Slide 35
	Slide 36
	Slide 37
	Slide 38
	Slide 39
	Slide 40
	Slide 41
	Slide 42
	Slide 43
	Slide 44
	Slide 45
	Slide 46
	Slide 47
	Slide 48
	Slide 49
	Slide 50
	Slide 51
	Slide 52

