WOLF CONSERVATION CENTER
SUMMER ACTIVITY GUIDE: WEEK 5

ANIMAL
IDENTIFICATION

As you complete the guide, look for the color that best fits your ability level.
Want to complete an activity from another level? Go for it!
Grades 1-2
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Grades 3-5

Grades 6-8

INTRODUCTION
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Animal identification is important because you need to know what animals live near you - both for
their safety and your safety. Animals can be identified in many ways - based on their appearance,
their vocalizations (sounds they make), and even the footprints they leave behind!
When you know which animals are sharing the landscape with you, you can make better choices
about the way you live. If you live on a beach near nesting sea turtles, you might want to turn off
your house lights at night so as not to confuse the adult sea turtles and the hatchlings. When baby
turtles hatch on the sand they use the light of the moon to guide them to the ocean; artifical (not
natural) lights from houses and cars can confuse the turtles and cause them to travel in the wrong
direction.
But sometimes it can be challenging to identify an animal, especially if some animals look like
animals of another species. It's best to know how to tell the difference between these animals
before you see one in the wild. For example, coyotes and gray wolves look very similar to the
untrained eye but they're actually very different. The graphic below points out key differences
between the two.
This guide focuses on different ways to identify wildlife. Who knows, after you complete the activities
you might be an animal identification expert!

Example: Coyote vs Gray Wolf
Rounded ears
Smaller body
size

Pointed ears

Larger body
size

Narrow snout

Wide snout

Coyote (Canis latrans)

Mexican gray wolf
(Canis lupus baileyi)
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TRACKS
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Today, you will be going outside and searching for animal tracks to see what animals are living in
your neck of the woods! The first thing you will need to do is find an area that may be of interest
to wild animals.
Materials Needed
A ruler
Is there a water source? Shade? Is it hidden from people?
Camera
Are there any existing animal tracks or trails?
Plaster of paris (optional)
Is there an outdoor garbage can?
Once you have an ideal area picked out, loosen the soil, flatten it, and dampen it with water so
animal footprints will leave a nice track. Once that is completed, leave the area until tomorrow.
Go back every day for the remainder of the week to see if there are any tracks.
Each time you go back to look for tracks, bring a camera and small ruler. When you do find tracks,
place the ruler next to the track and take a picture for reference. Use your picture for reference
and search online to see if you can identify the animal that left the track. Remember to flatten the
area again to prepare for new tracks!
Is there a track that really stumps you? With a parent’s permission, email the WCC for
assistance: info@nywolf.org

Image: Lobos of the Southwest

Bonus: Mix plaster of paris with water according
to directions and pour the plaster over the track.
After it has dried, carefully pull the plaster mold
up and use a soft brush to clean off the dirt.
Now you have a plaster cast of the footprint!

Good resources for track identification:
Peterson Field Guide to Animal
Tracks
Scat and Tracks of North America
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FOOD WEBS
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A food chain shows the feeding relationships of living things in a specific habitat or
environment. These chains show the flow of energy as it enters the web through
photosynthesis performed by plants on up through the top predators. The arrows from one
level to the next show the flow of energy as one living creature eats another.
When you have several food chains interacting with each other, you get a food web. These
food webs can become very complex when you start to include all of the plants and animals in
any given ecosystem.
Here are examples:

Food Chain

Food Web

Now that you have seen these examples, think about some of the animals that live in your
area. What animals do you frequently see? What types of plants do they eat? Are there
animals that would eat them? Create a food web for the ecosystem around your home and be
sure to include as many plants and animals as you can.
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DICHOTOMOUS KEY
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A dichotomous key is a tool used in biology to help identify things in the natural world. The key
consists of a series of choices that help guide the user in identifying what specific thing they are
observing. The word “dichotomous” means dividing something into two parts. Here is a simple
example of how to separate out the vertebrate class (animals with a spinal column).

Image: BioNinja

Now it’s your turn! Make a key for a habitat you are interested in or for your own backyard. To
keep it simple, you can try creating a key for different trees in the area.
Need some inspiration? Look at the sample key on the next page. Get creative with your
questions and thought process!
Suggested Steps:
1. List the characteristics
2. Organize the characteristics in order
3. Divide the specimens
4. Draw a diagram
5. Test it out!

Once you have completed this simple key, try making a more complex one including both
plants and animals. How complex of a key can you make?
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DICHOTOMOUS KEY
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Image: Education.com
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BIRD CALL IDENTIFICATION
Birds are everywhere! Some stay in the same area for most of their
lives, while others migrate every year. Bird watching, or observing
different species of birds, has become a very popular activity. It
doesn't require a lot of equipment and it's a great way to enjoy the
outdoors. Many birders also have a life list, or a cumulative record
of the bird species a birder has positively identified throughout their
lives. Sometimes this even becomes a competition to see who can
get the longer life list!
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Materials Needed
Sound recorder
Camera
Binoculars (optional)

How to Identify Birds
There are two main ways to identify birds in your area:
1.The easiest method is to identify based on appearance. Bird identification guides would be very
helpful for field identification but you can also take pictures and use the internet to identify the bird.
How can you tell this is a blue jay?
Straight bill
Blue coloring on top, white coloring on chest, black
"necklace"
Large white "tail corners"

2.You can also identify a bird by their call or song. There are many online resources for bird calls and
songs, but it would be helpful to have an idea of what types of birds are in your area. A more
modern way of using songs to identify birds is by using one of several apps available.
Blue jays are known for their large variety of sounds. The
most commonly heard call is a loud jeer, but they make
whistling and gurgling sounds too.

Using these methods and additional resources if needed, head outside and see what types of birds
you can identify. Create your own life list!
Additional Resources:
Peterson's Field Guide - Birds
Merlin Bird ID by Cornell Lab of Ornithology
Audubon.org/bird-guide
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STAKEHOLDERS
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With every issue, there are people whose preferences fall on different ends of the spectrum based
on their set of circumstances. We call those people or groups stakeholders. Simply, a
stakeholder is defined as a person with an interest or concern in something.
An example can be seen when a town has a discussion about paving a road. Community members
will show up in support of paving the road and others will show to oppose paving the road. Both
groups have a valid explanation for why they feel the way they do and it is their job to
communicate why so the decision will hopefully be made in their favor.
As you can imagine, wolf reintroduction can be a very complex topic to discuss. All stakeholders
will be incredibly passionate about their reasons for or against reintroduction. You probably feel
pretty strongly one way or the other, too!
Let’s create a list of pros and cons of wolf reintroduction for each of the following stakeholders.
Even if you do not agree with the stakeholder view, try your hardest to put that aside and see their
point of view. Need some help? Read the next page for more information about wolf
reintroduction.
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STAKEHOLDERS
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Background:
An ecosystem is a biological community of interacting organisms and their physical environment. It
includes all of the living things interacting with each other and non-living environments (weather,
earth, sun, soil, climate, atmosphere) in a given area.
A keystone species is a plant or animal that plays a disproportionately large role in the ecosystem
– impacting both the prevalence and population levels of other species within their community. A
keystone species is often, but not always, a predator. Outnumbered greatly by their prey, predators
can control the distribution and population of large numbers of prey species.
Wolves are a critical keystone species in a healthy ecosystem. By regulating prey populations,
wolves enable many other species of plants and animals to flourish. In this regard, wolves initiate a
domino effect – “touching” songbirds, beaver, fish, and butterflies. Without predators, such as
wolves, the system fails to support a natural level of biodiversity.
Yellowstone: A Wild Homecoming
The recovery of the gray wolf after its eradication from Yellowstone National Park, nearly a century
ago, serves as a demonstration of how critical keystone species are to the long-term sustainability
of the ecosystems they inhabit. In the 70-year absence of wolves in the Park, elk had become
accustomed to grazing tender, native willows along stream banks without much predation risk. The
consequences of an elk population without a top predator included a decline of the deciduous trees
elk eat, a decline of beavers due to the decline of willow and aspen, and a decline in songbirds.
These consequences indicate that changes in the wolf population have trickle-down effects on other
populations, a phenomenon known as a “trophic cascade”.
With the support of the American public two decades ago, the federal government gave the green
light to return wolves to portions of their native range in the West in 1995 and 1996 – including
Yellowstone. The wildlife conservation event opened a new chapter in Yellowstone’s history, with a
homecoming that changed the Park.
After wolf reintroduction, scientists documented the return of willows and other vegetation. And
where the willow returned, the researchers noted more diverse wildlife. Beaver dams and dried up
wetlands returned, and wetland birds, waterfowl and other wildlife thrived again where they had
been suppressed for decades. Over-grazed grasses flourished anew on upland prairies. So without
keystone species, ecosystems can be dramatically different or cease to exist altogether.
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GAMES & EXTRA ACTIVITIES
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Looking for more fun activities? Grab your siblings (or friends, with a parent's permission) and
complete some of these projects and outdoor games!

Chalk Tracking
All you'll need for this fun tracking game is a piece of chalk and a buddy! Have your friend stand
outside with their eyes closed while you run and hide. Sounds like hide-and-seek, right? Here's the
catch: every few steps you take, make a mark on the ground (or a rock, tree, etc.) with your chalk.
This is how your friend will "track" you and find you! Wild animals wouldn't leave tracks with chalk,
but they would leave footprints, scratches on trees, scents, and more.

Predator-Prey Tag
Predators chase and eat prey, but most of the time the prey escapes! Prey animals have a lot of
defense mechanisms but some tactics work better than others. Small animals like chipmunks will hide
from hawks in their underground burrows; sometimes they simply freeze because a predator's attack
behavior is triggered by motion.
In predator-prey tag, one person is the hawk and the rest of the players are chipmunks. The hawk
must tag all of the chipmunks to win, but the chipmunks have a few ways to avoid the hawk: they can
either hide in their shelter (designate an area of the yard as the shelter) or freeze in place right before
the hawk tags them. Be careful, though - the chipmunks can only stay in the shelter or freeze for 30
seconds!

Paw Print Painting
Were you able to make a plaster paw print earlier in the week? Great! After identifying which animal
left the tracks in the ground, use paint to decorate the print like the animal it came from. For example,
if the paw print is from a red fox, you could use red, orange, white, and black paint. If you're really
impressed with your artwork, send us a picture! With an adult's permission, email your photo to
info@nywolf.org and it might be featured on our website!
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