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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!
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A lot of animals are misunderstood. Some people don’t like certain species because of stories
they heard, or the way that animal looks, or what they eat, or how they survive. But every
animal serves a purpose. Each animal has an important role in the ecosystem.
 
 
Let’s use wolves as an example.
 
 
Many people dislike wolves because they think wolves are scary, or that they’re going to eat
them or their livestock. We grow up with stories telling us all about the “Big, Bad Wolf”, but in
reality wolves are actually very shy and afraid of people.
 
Wolves live in many parts of the world, and primarily eat ungulates (large, hooved animals like
elk and deer) but have also been known to eat beavers, rabbits, and sometimes even berries!
 
As a keystone species, wolves maintain balance in the ecosystem. Without them, the delicate
system might crumble.

 

Not understood correctly
Not thought well of

What does it mean to be misunderstood?

 

Aspen and willow
trees, previously
overgrazed by
the unchecked
elk population,

were able to
grow and flourish

Elk kept moving
rather than over-

browsing in
concentrated areas,
which allowed for
more distributed

grazing

The new growth
attracted various
species that had

vanished from the
area, such as

beavers, songbirds,
and reptiles

Beavers, previously
extinct in the

region, began to
dam the rivers,
which provided

crucial habitat for
other species 

The wolves kept the
coyote population in

check, which
permitted red foxes

to thrive on the
newly abundant
rabbits and mice

A popular example of the role wolves play in the environment is the release of gray wolves
into Yellowstone National Park in the 1990s. Although wolves aren't miracle workers, their
presence enabled the ecosystem to rebalance.

Wolves in Action
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MISUNDERSTOOD  SPECIES

 
What animal did you choose?___________________________________ 
 
Draw a picture of your animal:
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Where do they live?
 
 
 
What do they eat?
 
 
 
Why do you think people don’t like that animal?
 
 
 
 
What can you do to help?
 
 
 

 

Now that you know what it means to be misunderstood, think of an animal  that people don't
understand, or an animal people think is scary. It can be an animal that you've seen before, or an
animal you've only read about! 
 
Let's learn more about this misunderstood creature.
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CLEAN  UP  CREW: SCAVENGERS

A bag for trash and one for recycling. These don’t have to be large bags –
just whatever you can comfortably carry!
Gloves if you have them
Comfortable walking shoes

Materials Needed:
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Let’s talk scavengers. Scavengers are animals that eat carrion (in other words, animals that
have already died), dead plant material, or other sources waste. Many people don’t like
scavengers because they think they’re gross, or because they view scavengers as lazy or
thieving. But scavenger species are incredibly important. The world would be a very dirty and
very sickly place if scavengers weren’t around constantly cleaning up the environment. This is
called an ecosystem service. Ecosystem services are the benefits humans gain from a healthy,
functioning ecosystem.

What To Do:
Though we of course can’t do everything scavengers do, we can still emulate (or mimic) the
way they care for the ecosystem. Imagine you’re a scavenger. You can be an opossum, a
coyote, a vulture, or research another scavenger species that you like! Prepare for a walk in
your neighborhood or local park. You will want to bring a bag for collecting trash, and one
for recycling.
 
Along your walk, look around you and locate pieces of litter. Wearing your gloves, pick the
litter up and place it in your bags. You’re cleaning up the ecosystem, similar to how
scavengers do it! Doing so helps the other creatures of our neighborhood by keeping the
environment clean and healthy. This is a fantastic way to help make our communities
beautiful, but also to protect the wild plants and animals that live there.
 
The next time you see a vulture flying overhead, a coyote trotting through the forest, or an
opossum ambling through your backyard, be sure to remember how beneficial they are!
 
 
 

Opposums are great at keeping our environments
clean and healthy! They eat ticks, cockroaches, rats,
and mice - and they also eat dead animals (carrion).
So if you see an oppossum near your home, be sure

to thank them! 
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WOLF/COYOTE/HUMAN  COMPARISONS

Wolves and coyotes are two species that have historically been very misunderstood, and often
hated. For hundreds of years, people have hunted them and tried to remove them from the
landscape. These two species are close cousins in the canine family, though there are certainly
many differences between how they survive.
 
With an adult’s help, visit two pages on our website to read a little bit about wolves and coyotes.
We are going to be making Venn diagrams to compare the two species to one another. A Venn
diagram is a comparison tool consisting of two overlapping circles. Each circle represents one of
the things you’re comparing, in this case wolves or coyotes. Where the circles overlap is where
you fill in what they have in common. Outside of the overlap area, you will record their
differences. Here is an example below:
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In this case however, we’re also going to include humans in our comparison. In many ways, we
have a lot in common with wolves and coyotes. But it’s up to you to figure out what those
similarities are! Use the 3-way Venn diagram on the next page (or draw your own!), and record
characteristics, behaviors, and more for all three species to determine similarities and
differences. With a parents’ help, visit these two pages on our website to read about wolves or
coyotes. Some things you might want to include are: family structure, diet, size, lifespan,
communication, areas they live, and more.
 
To read about wolves: https://nywolf.org/learn/wolf-faq/
To read about coyotes: https://nywolf.org/learn/eastern-coyote/
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MICE  TO  MEET  YOU

Part 1
Mice, rats, and other small rodents are often some of the most misunderstood species on the
planet. Many people see them as pests, and think they’re disgusting and even terrifying. Some of
this fear goes back to the lessons we learn in history class, where we’re told that rats were the
causes of the Plague – a fact that has since been proven to be inaccurate.
 
The reality is that rodents are actually vital members of almost every ecosystem. Why? Because so
many other species actually rely on mice as food!
 
To really get an understanding of how important rodents are, let’s draw a food web. A food web
depicts the interconnection of food chains – it’s basically a “who-eats-whom” of the natural world.
We’ll use mice as an example. To start, we know that mice primarily eat plant matter. Mice and
vegetation are both depicted at the bottom of our food web here. Now to build our food web, we
know that snakes eat mice, so we’ve depicted them on our food web with an arrow pointed
toward the mouse. So … What else eats mice? Think of as many animals as you can that might
consume a mouse. Can you think of an animal that might consume both a snake and a mouse?
Depict that animal on your food web with an arrow pointing at both species. 
 
This is an exercise that you can do with any species of animal, but now you can see how vital mice
are to the ecosystem. In the animal kingdom, everyone appreciates mice!
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MICE  TO  MEET  YOU NYWOLF.ORG

Part 2
Unfortunately, because rodents are misunderstood and even hated, people often leave out
poison traps to try to eliminate them from their homes and neighborhoods. But as we learned in
our diagrams of the food chain above, everything is very closely connected in the ecosystem. If a
mouse eats poison and then is eaten by another animal (such as a snake or an owl), that animal is
then consuming the poison too. This is called bioaccumulation, which means that the poison
builds up in the animals’ body over time, which could ultimately lead to their death. Poisons don’t
only affect rats and mice – they can have deadly impacts on all levels of the ecosystem.
 
We need to make sure that we’re not using poisons around our houses in order to protect our
vital wild species. Write a letter to your parents, guardians, landlords, or even your school telling
them why you think mouse/rat poison is harmful and ask them to never use it. You can even draw
a picture or make a sign depicting the dangers of rat poison.
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GAMES & EXTRA  ACTIVITIES

Create a Wolf Mask
Use the template on the next page to make a unique wolf mask! Color the mask and then carefully
cut along the dotted lines. If you'd like to wear it, use a hole punch to cut out the holes on either side
of the ears and then use yarn or string to tie it around your head. You can also tape the mask to a
popsicle stick if you don't want to tie it. 
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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!

Playing Possum
Many people know that opposums "play dead" when threatened, but they actually do this
involuntarily. When surprised, they drop to the ground and don't move - this defense mechanism is
intended to confuse the attacker and allow the possum to escape. 
 
Let's "play possum" in a game of freeze tag! One player is "it" and chases the other players; if a player
is tagged, they must drop to the ground and freeze until another player tags them and "unfreezes"
them. If the "it" player tags all the possums, they win!

Squirrels Uprising
Adapted from Twin Eagles Wilderness School - twineagles.org
 
With at least three other friends, gather around 10 acorns, rocks, or object of your choosing. Split into
two groups- foxes and squirrels. There should be more squirrels than foxes. The foxes are guarding
the squirrels' cache of nuts for the winter (this can be a bucket). The squirrels must work together to
get all of their "nuts" (acorns, rocks, etc.) into the bucket. The foxes can tag and freeze the squirrels,
but another squirrel can "unfreeze" a frozen squirrel.
 
The squirrels win if they get all their nuts into the bucket. The foxes win if they tag and freeze all the
squirrels. 
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