WOLF CONSERVATION CENTER
SUMMER ACTIVITY GUIDE: WEEK 6

BACKYARD WILDLIFE
RESEARCHERS

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
Grades 3-5
Grades 6-8

Copyright Wolf Conservation Center 2020

INTRODUCTION
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What does it mean to be a wildlife researcher? For adults, this often means they are a wildlife
biologist - they study animals in their natural environment. Any information they collect about these
animals is then used to help the environment and the ecosystem.
Wildlife biologists usually go to school for many years to receive special training, but there are still
ways to study animals without sitting in a classroom. After all, that's what we're going to do this
week! This guide will teach you about different types of wildlife research and will help you learn
more about your surroundings.
Let's get started!

Wildlife Biologists in Real Life
Meet Dana! Dana is the Wolf Conservation
Center's Wildlife Outreach Specialist - this
basically means that she educates people of all
ages about wolves, coyotes, bobcats, and other
wild animals that live nearby. Pretty cool, right?
Dana has worked other cool jobs too. She
studied mountain lions in California with the
National Park Service, tracked deer and coyotes
in Illinois, and looked at the effects of rabies
vaccines on small carnivores in Georgia! Dana is
living proof that if you want to spend your entire
life studying animals, you can!

In this picture, Dana is using radio
telemetry to locate wild mountain
lions in the Santa Monica mountains
(CA). We'll talk more about tracking
devices later in the guide.
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SCAVENGER HUNT
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There are so many things in our own backyards that we often overlook. Sometimes it’s important to take
a few minutes to look a bit closer and see all the things around us that we might not normally notice!
Once you’ve finished locating all the items on your list, see you if can make a list with all new items one
might find while enjoying nature!
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BIRDING ADVENTURE
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Bird-watching is such an exciting way to connect to nature, because birds are all around us! If we
don’t know what we’re hearing or seeing, we might not think much about them. But if you learn
the different sights and sounds of birds, identifying them can be a real adventure!

What to Do:
Go outside or to your window and listen for bird songs. What do you notice? Does it sound like the
birds are talking to one another?
What does it sound like they’re saying? See if you can make up some phrases to match their
songs.
For example, it sounds like the Carolina wren says “teakettle, teakettle, teakettle!” The whitethroated sparrow seems to say, “Old Sam Peabody, Peabody, Peabody!” Do these birds live near
you? Ask an adult to help you research birds in your area and see if you recognize any of their
calls.
In addition to hearing birds, do you see any? Try to observe them and write down what they look
like. What behaviors do you see? Are they mostly in the trees, on the ground, flying overhead?
You can record (write down) their colors, their size, their behaviors, and a song if you hear one
and then try to look in a book or online to identify which bird you’re seeing. Make a list, and keep
adding to it! If you have a pair of binoculars at home, they can be a great way to get a better view
of the birds around you!
Note: in the summertime, birds are often a bit more active in the earlier, cooler parts of the day.
This will be your best time to hear/see a variety of birds. You can even compare the bird activity in
the morning versus in the afternoon!
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FLOWER PRESSING
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When researchers are exploring a new area it is important that they document the species
around them, including the plant life. Researchers may even collect samples of these plants,
and keep them in a notebook or a field journal. They might record notes or observations in
these journals as well.
Having an idea of the plant life also informs researchers of what animals may live in the area,
and what those animals may be eating.
One way that we can explore and appreciate the plants in our own backyards is through flower
pressing. Flower pressing is a great opportunity to get a closer look at the plants in our yards
and neighborhoods, and can be a fun way to create our own field journals or even make art
pieces.
You’ll want to gather all your materials before you start so the flowers are fresh when you
press them.

Materials Needed
Multiple pieces of parchment paper (you can also use flat cardboard or printer paper)
Multiple heavy books
Construction paper or other art paper
Glue

What to Do:
Once you’ve gathered all your materials, head out to your backyard or neighborhood to begin
your search for flowers. Make sure that the flowers you are choosing aren’t from someone’s
private yard or garden. Collect a variety of flowers – you can even collect leaves!
Once you’ve returned home with your flowers, arrange them on your sheet of parchment paper
(or cardboard). Make sure they’re not overlapping. Then place the other piece of parchment
paper on top of them (this is to protect the pages of your book) and press them inside the pages
of the heavy book. You can flip to other pages and continue this method, ultimately laying
various flowers and leaves throughout the book. When you’re finished, close the book and apply
pressure. Add additional heavy books or weights on top of the book to thoroughly flatten the
plants inside.
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FLOWER PRESSING
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Graphics credit to https://www.proflowers.com/

You can leave your flowers inside the book overnight, or even up to 2-3 weeks. The longer you
leave them, the better, as it gives them more time to dry out.
Once you’re finished, you can gently remove the flowers and glue them to paper or inside a
journal to make a piece of art. You can even frame your finished piece so you can appreciate
your hard work for years to come!

Example:
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WILDLIFE RESEARCH
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Wildlife biologists study wild animals to learn all about where they live and how they survive. This
information is important to determine how to protect these species and to continue learning about
them. Some broad questions biologists might be asking are:
How many of this species live in the area?
How and where do they travel (e.g. are they using roads, crossing rivers, etc.)?
How long do they live? Has their survival changed over time?
Are humans impacting these animals? How can we protect the animals?
One of the ways biologists gather this information is by capturing animals and fitting them with a
monitoring device. A monitoring device collects information (or data) about the animals’
movements, which will help biologists answer many of the questions they are exploring. One
example of a monitoring device is a GPS collar. This collar tracks an animals’ movements day and
night, and sends that information to a biologist to interpret.

What to Do:
Imagine you’re a wild animal wearing a GPS collar. If your home is your territory (you can
include your yard as well), what would your activity look like on a map? Think about your
schedule for the last week. How much time did you spend in your room/on the couch/in the
kitchen? Draw a map of your home on the next page (it doesn’t have to be exact) and mark 24
points for the 24 hours in the day, indicating the locations where you spend the most time.
Here’s an example. You can see here that the area with the most points is the bedroom. If this
were a wild animal, that information might tell a biologist that the animal had a den in that
location.
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WILDLIFE RESEARCH
House Map:
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VEGETATION ANALYSIS
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One important factor of wildlife research and conservation is preserving habitats. An animal
simply cannot thrive if their habitat is not suitable, and it is important that researchers
understand the various features within that habitat in order to manage and protect it. One
method of habitat analysis is vegetation sampling. Vegetation provides food and cover for many
animals, and vegetation sampling is a way to assess the various types and numbers of plants in an
area.
We’re going to use the transect method for our vegetation study. A transect is a straight path
along which a researcher counts and records the presence of certain species.
Materials Needed
A ruler
A pen or pencil
Your data sheet (included in the guide)

What to Do:
First, fill out the basic information at the top of the data sheet, such as your name, the date,
the general location, temperature, and weather (e.g. rainy, windy, sunny, etc.)
Then, begin marking the transect. Find an area outdoors that is about 20 yards long. This could
be your backyard, a park, an area in the woods, anywhere outdoors! Mark your starting point
(we’ll call it Transect Point 1) with a stick, rock, or flag. Now look at the vegetation directly
around your location. See how many different types of plants you can count directly around
where you are standing. You will only be looking at the vegetation right around your location at
each transect point, so you can ignore anything further than 2 or more feet away. With your
ruler, begin measuring the height of each plant at your transect location and record it on your
data sheet. See if you can identify how many of each plant type is present – it may be difficult
to determine if they are different species, but do your best! You will also want to make note of
how shaded that location is so you can compare how this differs from your other transect
points, and whether that impacts which plants are around.
On the next page is an example of what your transect will look like. The circle surrounding each
location indicates the immediate area you will be surveying.
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VEGETATION ANALYSIS
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Once you’ve recorded your data, it’s time to walk to the next location and do it again. Walk
another 15 steps, continuing in the same direction. Do this 5 times total, observing and recording
at each point.
What did you notice at the different locations? Did the vegetation stay relatively similar
throughout, or did you notice changes? Did locations with more sun have more varied vegetation
types?
Repeat this exercise as many times as you’d like in various locations and habitats.
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VEGETATION ANALYSIS
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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!

Mission: Observation
Do you have a good memory? Are you able to notice details when looking at the world around you?
Prove it! Have a sibling, friend, or family member collect items from around your house and put them
in a box. Look into the box for 20 seconds and try to remember every item that's inside. When the
timer runs out, write down everything you can remember. How did you do? Keep trying with other
items - the better your memory and eye for details are, the better wildlife researcher you'll be!

Backyard Camping
Wildlife researchers sometimes camp for weeks (or even months) so they can better observe animals now it's your turn! If you have a yard with space for a tent (and you have a tent), ask your parents if
you can camp overnight with them. Sleeping outside lets you hear nocturnal animals and see the
stars, and it creates a better understanding of the world around you.
If you can't sleep outside overnight, consider spending an hour outside at night - observe and listen to
the animals that are active at night. After all, wildlife researchers need to know everything about their
study site, including things that go on at night!

Nature Bracelets
Wrap a piece of tape around your wrist - sticky side facing out - and go outside to find pieces of nature
to stick to your bracelet. Twigs, grass, and small leaves on the ground are great items to add, but the
possibilities are endless! Make sure you don't put any critters like ants or bugs on your bracelet simply let them be and continue exploring your outdoor space.
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