Wildlife in your own
Backyard

Background Information
Often, children and adults learn about
animals in faraway lands, such as the
beautiful jaguars of South America and
stoic giraffes of the African savannah.
But if you ask a child to identify the
animals right outside their window, they
often draw a blank! In this box you will
find a few different activities with the
goal of acquainting students to the

IN THIS BOOTH
BOX:
- Track Stories Lesson
plan and materials
-Counting Critters
lesson plan and
materials
-Bioblitz lesson plan
and materials

wonderful world of wildlife right outside
their homes, schools, or playgrounds!
They will investigate tracks, complete
an inquiry project, and learn
observation skills for bird watching, and
hopefully make lasting connections with
the species right outside their doorsteps.

-Birding Basics lesson
plan and materials
-Camouflage lesson
plan
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Digital
Resources
Rabbit & Hare ID
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PuUS1ayfJbU

Plant a Hummingbird Garden
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_Rljv2eEjBBDdU5iEEdc9OjNnnho4
l78/view

Great Horned Owls
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s2StC-00i-I
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Return
Checklist
PLEASE PACKAGE IN
BOX AND RETURN

Unused paper or data sheets
Track stamps
Ink Pad
Track example cards
Magnifying glasses
Stakes and twine
Insect nets
Field guides and bird photos
Teacher guide

PLEASE KEEP OR
DISPOSE

Anything broken or damaged
beyond repair
Written on or used papers

TRACK STORIES
Wildlife in your own Backyard

Materials
Time :
Summary :

30 minutes

Students will learn the

basics of animal tracking through
creating a story based on their
own creative track stamping!

Large pieces of paper
Track stamps, Ink pad
Track examples
(pictures/drawings/models of
various animal tracks)

Introduction:
Begin by asking students if they’ve ever seen an animal track.
What was it? How did you know?
Where is the best place to find tracks?
Snow
Mud - especially on trails or near water sources
What can animal tracks tell us?
A whole story!!
Where they were coming from
Where they are going
What they are doing at the moment
Perhaps what they ate (from scat or other interactions)
If other animals were nearby or interacting

Activity:
Break students into groups of 4 or so. Instruct them that they will be
given a sheet (or large sheet of paper) and stamps to illustrate a
wildlife “scene” on. Encourage them to pick a specific habitat and
scene to base their “story” off of. Examples = a snowy field, a river’s
edge, under some pine trees, an alpine meadow, etc. Try to include at
least 4 animals that would realistically be in that habitat. They may or
may not interact in your story but be sure to illustrate clearly enough
so that others may guess what animal it is, where it was going, what
it’s doing, and more. If possible, show a nice example, but encourage
students to be creative and not copy.
If they need ideas:
Beaver dragging wood
Otter slides
Hawk or Owl eating a mouse
Coyote or fox eating a ground squirrel
Squirrel climbing a tree
Deer or elk feeding, fighting
Wolf pack pursuing an animal
Have the groups reconvene when everyone’s done. Each group should
show the others their track story and the rest of the group should try
and guess what’s going on in the story. Once all the guessing is done,
have the presenting group share a recap of what they were conveying
with their track story.

Reflection & Wrap Up:
When all groups are done sharing, conclude by asking students what
they’ve learned from this lesson.
Touch on: What tracks look like
Where they can be found
What they tell us
Encourage students to look for tracks in the future and always be
guessing the story behind them!

COUNTIN' CRITTERS
Wildlife in your own Backyard
(Provided by Patty Stevens of Afflerbach Elementary and Tom Farrell of Pioneer
Park School, Laramie County School District 1)

Time :
Summary :

Materials

45-60 minutes

Countin’ Critters transect data

Students will engage in what

record (found following this lesson

we call comparative ecology in this

plan)

activity. They will investigate two

Magnifying glass

different habitats to see who and what

Twine - pre-measured in 50’ lengths

they can find there, and see why there

Stakes

might be differences in the types and

Insect nets

total numbers of species in each.

Introduction:
This activity should be completed outdoors, ideally in an upland area
and again in a riparian area, but whatever two different habitats you
can

find

next

to

are

the

great!

parking

Some
lot

examples

and

one

could

further

even

from

include

the

one

parking

lot

habitat
to

see

what kind of animals are found in each.

Activity:
Divide the students into groups of 3-4 per group .
Lay out a 50’ or 100’ line transect using stakes and twine near a wetland
or in a riparian area, and another in an upland area (or whatever
habitats you have near to the school).
Each transect line can be divided into sections to give each group a
section to study. Only those plants, insects, or other objects that are
touched by the transect line or found lying under or over it may be
counted.

Activity Continued:
Besides totaling the number of different types of plants and animal
along the lines, you may extend the activity by having students
consider the following: total number of individuals for a given species,
relative frequency of occurrence for each species, and grand total of
all individual organisms.
Have students make general observations along the transect.
Have students record data at regular intervals along the transect.
Have students sketch and identify the plants and animals along the
transect.
Have students compare and contrast the results of the upland site with
the results of the wetland or riparian site.

Reflection & Wrap Up:
Facilitate a discussion afterwards asking the students these questions:
1. Which of the two areas was the richest habitat in terms of total
number of species?
2. Did the habitat share any species in common?
3. What species could be found in only one of the sampled habitat?
4. Where were the most living animals found?
5. Where were the most plants found?
6. Why do you think there are more plants and/or animals in some
areas than others?
7. What could attract insects and other small animals to an area? Plant
composition, plant color, food supply, shelter, temperature, moisture,
light, or a combination of those perhaps?

Countin’ Critters Transect Data Record

Student Names:

Study site location:

Study site description:

BIOBLITZ
Wildlife in your own Backyard

Materials
Time :

30-60 minutes

Summary :

In this activity,

students will find and identify as
many species as possible through
exploration of an area.

A variety of field guides for
plants, wildlife, and birds, or
the iNaturalist app
A clipboard or notebook,
paper, and writing implement
for each student (or student
pair)

Introduction:
Define a BioBlitz: A BioBlitz is an event that focuses on finding and
identifying as many species as possible in a specific area over a short
period of time.

BioBlitzes are great ways to engage the public to

connect to their environment while generating useful data for science
and conservation. When the public helps collect data for scientists, it’s
called Citizen or Community Science. Today, we are going to do a
mini-bioblitz here at school! We will spend approx. 45 minutes
identifying all of the living organisms that we can in this area.

Activity:
Break students into groups by field guide (ie 4 students will focus on
birds with a bird guide, 4 students will focus on insects with an insect
guide, 4 on trees & shrubs, 4 on wildlife, tracks & scat, etc.)Instruct
students to stay with their group, use their resources, ask lots of
questions, and be safe. Finally, and most importantly, write down what
you find! If you use an app such as iNaturalist where observations are
independently identified and verified as research-quality data, your
bioblitz, no matter how small, will contribute directly to science.

Reflection & Wrap Up:
Ask students to reflect on their experiences through some or all of the
following questions below.
What was the coolest thing you found? Describe it to the group.
Did you find something that you couldn’t identify? (that’s ok! This
happens to scientists all the time) What does this list tell us? Is there
anything we expected to see but didn’t? What about the opposite?
What habitats did we do this BioBlitz in, and what difference do you
think a different habitat would make?
How does doing a BioBlitz help scientists and wildlife managers like
game & fish?

BIRDING BASICS
Wildlife in your own Backyard

Time :
Summary :

Materials

30-45 minutes

Birds are some of the most

accessible wildlife! Anywhere you go
in the world, there are birds! Students

Field guides or iNaturalist app,
or Merlin app
Laminated bird photos

will learn about identification and
observation of birds to deepen their
understanding and connection to
these amazing creatures.

Introduction:
Tell learners that

the most important things to consider when trying to

identify a bird are to pay attention to details and make careful
observations first, then use those observations to identify the bird
later. They may only see a bird for a few seconds, so it is important to
gather as much helpful information as possible. Then, they can use a
field guide or internet to try and identify the bird. Tell learners that
they will be doing a few exercises to develop this practice:

Activity:
Show the first bird picture and allow learners to look at it for 60
seconds, mentally observing as much as you can about it.
Next, turn the picture over (or close the screen, etc) so they cannot see
the image. Ask learners how many characteristics they can remember
about the bird. Have them write down as many as they can in 60
seconds, or try to make a sketch from memory.
Go to the next picture and have learners watch it for 30 seconds, then
turn it over, etc. Have them write or sketch as many characteristics as
they can recall in 30 seconds.

Go to the next picture and repeat the above process with 15 seconds
to observe and 15 seconds to recall and observe.
Go to the next picture and have learners look at it for 5 seconds.
Direct them to write down or sketch the first 4 characteristics they can
recall about it.
Look over learners’ lists; ask them to Think, Pair, Share about how their
observations changed as the time to observe each picture grew
shorter. Were there any characteristics they noticed during each time?
Why do they think they noticed these characteristics each time?
On a white board, make a list of common observations learners made
for each picture. If there are any that were the same across all four
exercises, circle or highlight these. Put a star next to any observations
about size and shape, color patterns, behavior, or habitat.
Finally, ask if anyone can identify this bird, and explain what evidence
from their observations they used to come to this conclusion. If any
learners say they already knew what it was, ask them to explain how
they knew (encourage them to give evidence). Provide a positive
identification and cite evidence using students observations if
possible.
Invite learners to share their experiences from these exercises. Tell
them that many birders use this same approach, except that they
narrow it down even more, just like they did during the 5 second
observation. Direct learners to look at the white board. Read the
highlighted and starred observations aloud, and invite learners to raise
their hands if that was an observation they made. Tell learners that the
starred observations

are great because many birders will focus on the

following four categories of characteristics when they make their
observations: size and shape, color pattern, behavior, and habitat.
Invite learners to share why they think these four categories are useful.
Now that learners have an idea of the process that is used, it is time to
facilitate some guided practice. Take learners to the birding location
and observe for at least half an hour. Try to focus on one bird and one
characteristic at time, talking through everything until the learners get
the hang of it.

At this point, if there is still time, break learners into small groups and
let them work through the observations steps largely self-guided while
facilitating identifications.
In general, if learners are unable to make an identification in about
five minutes, encourage them to keep observing and return to
identification later. Assure learners that simply narrowing it down to a
general category. Narrowing down an identification to a type or other
general category of a bird is also acceptable for this lesson. For
example, a buteo or accipiter hawk, a sparrow or a finch. If learners
get hung up on identifying similar looking birds, encourage them to
continue observation, gathering more information about the bird in
question. If the bird in question is no longer in view, skip to the step
below. When learners narrow it down to two similar species, do the
following exercise: first, use a field guide or app to display pictures of
the species in question. If you have the ability to, compare these
images side by side. Direct learners to make a venn-diagram listing the
observations they made first (in one color if possible), then to list the
characteristics given in the field guide (in a different color). Talk
through what was similar and what was different. Ask learners to
present a case using evidence for why they think the bird was on
species or the other. If no positive identification can be made in about
5 minutes, move on to either revisit later or make a general note.

Reflection & Wrap Up:
At the end of the observation period, begin the wrap-up and evaluation
of this activity by listing all of the species identified and noting any birds
that were observed but not identified on the whiteboard. Invite learners
to share their thoughts about the following (being sure to document
thoughts on this process on the whiteboard along the way).
How did this activity change the way you look at birds or think about
observation and identification in general? Were any of the four
categories of characteristics easier to observe than others? Why or why
not?What bird was easiest to identify and why? Which bird was the most
difficult to identify and observe and why?

Black capped chickadee

American Kestrel

Belted Kingfisher

Marbled Godwit

CAMOUFLAGE
Wildlife in your own backyard

Time :

Materials

15 minutes +

Summary :

In this activity,

An outdoor space with defined

students will model one of the

boundaries (sidewalks, fences,

adaptations that helps backyard

trees, etc)

wildlife of all types survive. This

NOTE: be sure you’re playing in

game is always a hit and can be

a space that doesn’t have

played for as many rounds as you

harmful plants (cactus) or

would like.

animals (rattlesnakes) present.

Introduction
Preface this game by introducing or reviewing the word “camouflage.”
Camouflage is a technique used by many wildlife, to blend in with their
surrounding habitat so as to not be seen by predators or prey.
Oftentimes, an animal has physical adaptations (cryptic coloring or body
shape) that helps it to camouflage. Ask students if they can think of any
examples of cryptic coloration or body shape (examples include: snowshoe
hares, black footed ferrets, walking-stick insects, fawns with spots, fish
being light on the bottom & darker/patterned on top).
Behavioral adaptations, such as moving slowly or staying very still can also
help an animal to camouflage. Ask students if they can think of any
examples of behaviors that help camouflage animals (examples include
being nocturnal, moving very slowly, migrating).
Tell students that today, they get to model both the physical and behavioral
adaptations that backyard wildlife use to survive!

Activity:
Pick one student to be “it”. They can represent a predator, such as a
coyote, in this game. The rest of the students are “prey”, such as a
rabbit.
The predator will stand in a central location, close their eyes, and count
to ten. While they are counting, prey need to run and find a hiding spot,
from which they must be able to see the predator at all times. After
counting, the predator opens their eyes and may begin looking for the
prey. The predator can pivot in a circle, squat, or stand on tip-toe to see
in different directions, but may not leave their counting spot.
When the predator spots a prey, they must identify them by name or what
they are wearing and where they are out loud. When the prey are found,
they must leave their “hiding spot” and come sit by the predator. They
may not help the predator find other prey! When the predator cannot
spot any more prey, they can announce that they are going to count to
10 again with their eyes closed and the remaining prey must move at
least 10 steps closer and find a new hiding spot. At any point in each
round, the predator can hold up a number on their hand and announce it
to the prey. The prey must be able to see and remember the numbers
from each round in order to “win” at the end, proving that they were in
sight of the predator the entire time. Play as many rounds as necessary
until there is either 1 prey left hiding OR until a prey can sneak up
without being detected by the predator and tag them. Whichever case,
that person becomes the new predator for the next game of
Camouflage.

Reflection & Wrap Up:
Discuss what made predators and prey each successful? Were they
quiet? Sneaky? Good listeners?
Think of how backyard wildlife use these techniques to survive. As
students how they would change to be more successful predators or prey
in this game. Again, think of wildlife that have those characteristics as
well, and review the concept of adaptations.

