
Get To Know Mammals

GRAB N’ GO ACTIVITY:

OVERVIEW:
Mammals are a familiar group of animals with 
unique characteristics that separate them from all 
other types of animal found on Earth. For example, 
mammals are warm-blooded, breathe air through 
lungs, and nurse their young with milk produced 
by mammary glands. Mammals are prevalent 
throughout California – you can find them in diverse 
environments, from the ocean to the desert. Because 
many mammals frequently come into contact with 
humans, however, they are constantly under threat 
due to the destruction of their habitats, hunting or 
accidents. Currently, over 300 mammals present in 
California are listed as “endangered” or “threatened” 
by the US Fish and Wildlife Service. Thus, this lesson 
plan is designed to help students understand and 
appreciate the unique qualities of mammals, which 
will ultimately lead them to a greater respect for 
them and their habitats.

This is an activity best done outdoors in the early 
spring or late fall, preferably after some rain or 
snow fall. The aim of this activity is to develop your 
students’ powers of observation in the process  of 
finding and identifying signs of animals (specifically 
mammals). The best location for this activity is  a 
park, forest, or other area where wildlife can be 
found. If you have a suitable natural area on your  
school property, that is another excellent option. Your 
students will spread out within a large area and  make 
a note of any hair, droppings, flattened vegetation, 
footprints, rubbing on trees, or other animal
 
indicators that are present. Since California is home 
to many different ecosystems, you will need to review 
the mammals that can be found in the particular area 
chosen. Their presence such as nests, tracks, and 
other evidence;

PRIOR KNOWLEDGE:
California Life Science standards from Kindergarten 
onward require that students explore wildlife,  
including mammals and other large “mega-
vertebrates.” To perform many of these activities, 
students  should have a basic understanding of 
mammals. Depending on grade level, students may 
or may not be able to give the characteristics of a 
mammal or grasp other basic information. Some 
key questions that may help you assess the level of 
knowledge your students possess about mammals:
  •   Has anyone in the class ever had an interesting 

experience where you had a close encounter with 
a wild mammal?

  •  What are the differences between mammals and 
reptiles or birds?

  •  Can you name a mammal that is threatened or 
endangered as a species in California? (Refer to 
the relevant US Fish & Wildlife Service page for a 
comprehensive listing).

OBJECTIVES
  •  Identify several mammals by their tracks, 

droppings, and other signs
  •  Deduce the patterns of movement and activities 

of mammals based on the presence of tracks and 
other signs

  •  Describe the importance of mammals for ecology 
and sustainability of a natural area.

* PARASITE WARNING *
Some animal droppings, particularly those of 
carnivores, are likely to contain parasite eggs that can 
infect humans. Warn your students not to touch any 
droppings they find, especially if those droppings 
contain animal hair or bones (carnivore scat).

Ages:  K - 8
Time:  2 class periods (45 minutes each)
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PREPARATION:
As with other outdoor activities in this series, we 
strongly advise you to visit your intended field trip 
site before bringing students there. Be sure that there 
is an easily identifiable staging area where students 
can gather and from which they will work. In addition, 
be sure that the site you select has reasonably good 
opportunities for seeing animals (or at least their 
tracks and other signs).

We advise your students to read the accompanying 
background information so that they’ll have a 
better appreciation of mammals before they go 
outside for this activity.

MATERIALS:
Each student group should be equipped with:
• Field guide to local animal tracks (optional)
• Notebook or clipboard and pencil
• Student worksheet: “Get to Know Mammals”
• Flagging tape (4 to 6 pieces, each 50cm long)

S u b m i t  y o u r  w o r k  t o  t h e  G e t  t o  K n o w  C o n t e s t 
f o r  a  c h a n c e  t o  w i n  w i l d  p r i ze s  &  g o  t o

t o  f i n d  m o r e  f r e e  r e s o u r c e s  a n d  a c t i v i t i e s

gettoknow.ca

PROCEDURE:
Session 1:  
Students will explore local mammals and create a 
mini-field guide that they can use whenever they 
go outside. Using www.enature.com, and/or other 
resources, encourage students to discover five 
different species of mammal in their area.Have the 
students create a mini guide for each species that 
includes the following:

Step 1: Photo of animal

Step 2: Track drawing of animal

Step 3: Common Name of Animal

Step 4:  Description of region or territory where it is 
found.

Step 5: Description of characteristics of animal

Step 6:  The type of mammal Guide may be completed 
at home as an assignment.

Session 2:
Step 1:  Divide your class into groups of two. Be sure 

each group has a clipboard, pencil, and a 
copy of the student worksheet “Get to Know 
Mammals.” A copy of a local field guide to 
animal tracks is also pertinent and useful.

Step 2:  Review the goal of the activity, which is to find 
and record evidence of mammals. Remind 
students that they should look especially for 
tracks, but also for evidence like browsing 
or grazing in the plants, droppings, bones, 
and other signs of mammal presence. They 
are to use the worksheet to record these 
observations.
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TIPS AND ENRICHMENT
  •  Tracking: If you find a clear set of tracks, have your students follow them for several hundred meters. See if 

they can learn what animal made the tracks and/or determine what the animal may have been doing as it 
moved across the landscape. Did it stop to feed? If so, what kind of food did the mammal consume? Was it 
running or walking? Did it leave droppings on its trail? Can you see what other signs it left behind?

  •  Invite a wildlife biologist to your class to talk about their work. Ask the biologist to bring some of the 
equipment they use and demonstrate how it works.



STUDENT WORKSHEET: GET TO KNOW MAMMALS
Instructions: Use the spaces below to record your observations of animal signs. When you can, make a sketch 
of what you see. If you know what species left this sign, make a note of it. Write own what you think the 
mammal may have been doing when the sign was left.

Get To Know Mammals
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Sketch or Record Notes: Species, behavior
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INFORMATION ON PLASTER CASTING
Find a good track that shows a lot of detail. If needed, 
gently remove any leaves or sticks that have fallen 
into the track. You can very gently blow away some 
of the excess dirt, but be careful not to destroy the 
track. You can use the cardboard strip to form a wall 
around the track to contain the plaster (this is useful 
if the track is on a slope and the plaster will run out). 
Pour dry plaster into your mixing container. Then, 
pour in some water and mix with a stick or spoon 
until you have plaster that is about the consistency of 
pancake batter. Slowly pour the plaster into the track, 
being careful to get plaster into all the toes and claw 
marks. You can let the plaster overflow the edges of 
the track. 

Let it dry for about half an hour. To check for dryness, 
knock gently on the plaster. If it has a ceramic 
sounding ring, it is dry enough to pick up. If the 
plaster is still mushy, leave it to dry longer. Some 
plaster, especially art casting plaster, can take an hour 
to dry. The plaster used by carpenters should be used 
for quicker drying solutions. When you pick up the 
track, try not to grab the edges as these sections can 
sometimes break off. It’s best to lift the track from 
underneath. I use a stick or knife to get under the 
track and lift. Be careful if you do this with a big track 
as this can cause the casting to crack. After you’ve 
picked up the cast, let it dry overnight before trying 
to get the dirt off. Some dirt will not wash off. You can 
paint the casting if you want. Casting in snow can be 
difficult because the plaster generates heat as it dries. 
Try misting the snow with water from a spray bottle. 
Let the water freeze for a while. This may firm up the 
track enough to make a casting.

Tip: To make the plaster dry quicker, add a little salt to 
the mixture. Be careful; it dries extremely quickly. To 
slow down the drying process, add a small amount of 
vinegar.

OPTIONAL ACTIVITIES:
The following activities will help you to synthesize the 
information you read in the article on animal tracking.

TRACKING AREA
Supplies needed:
  • Area of open soil, free of vegetation
  • Straight board
  •  Peterson’s Field Guide to Animal Tracks for 

identification

Choose an area that you suspect will have some 
wildlife traffic. A water source would be a great 
location for a tracking patch. Clear a patch of soft 
dirt of all debris (leaves, sticks, rocks, etc.) and drag 
a board across the dirt to create a smooth, flat area. 
If you are creating a large tracking area, use a long 
board and have two people handle it, one from each 
end. If you have to walk on the flattened area, walk 
in single file and try to step in your own tracks as you 
walk back out. Wetting the soil slightly may help to 
create a crisp track. Leave the area for a day or so. 
When you return, you should have some tracks to 
examine.

CONCLUDING ACTIVITIES:
  •  If you have any good tracks, you can make plaster 

casts, take photos, or make drawings of them.
  •  Have students refer to a field guide on Animal 

tracks to compare their findings with the 
illustrations or pictures in the book.

PLASTER CASTING
Objective: To preserve animal tracks for further 
observation and study.

Supplies needed:
• Plaster of Paris
• Mixing container
• Stick or spoon for mixing
• Water
• Thin cardboard strips (optional)
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BACKGROUND ON CALIFORNIA MAMMALS
It is hard not to think of our “wild neighbors” without 
thinking of mammals. As you will learn, these animals 
are vital to so most ecosystems, including the ocean, 
lakes, rivers, wetlands, forests, fields, mountains and 
deserts. There are many different types of mammals. 
Mammals can be massive, like whales and elephant 
seals, or extremely tiny, like many rodents. It is worth 
knowing a little bit about each of the main groups of 
mammals.

Rodents, Hares, and Rabbits
Lagomorpha means “hare-shaped.” Lagomorphs 
have four teeth as incisors at the front of the upper 
jaw: two smaller peg-like teeth form a buttress at 
the base of the two larger incisors, supporting and 
strengthening them. Worldwide, there are more than 
40 species of lagomorph, including more than twenty 
hares, eleven rabbits, and six pikas. Lagomorphs 
are divided into two families: hares and rabbits are 
members of family Leporidae, while pikas are in the 
family Ochontonidae.

Carnivores
Carnivores vary greatly in weight and size from less 
than a pound to nearly two tons. They have four to 
five digits on each leg or arm. 

All carnivores have sharp canine teeth designed for 
removing flesh from carcasses. Most have very acute 
senses. Vision and hearing are excellent in many 
carnivores and the sense of smell is generally acute. 
Most have relatively large brains and are excellent 
runners.

Rodents
40 percent of all mammals are rodents –mammals 
characterized by a pair of broad, sharp-edged, chisel-
like incisor teeth that are firmly inserted in both jaws 
and are used in gnawing vegetation. For example, 
beavers are in the rodent family. Most people are 
familiar with domesticated rodents like mice, rats, 
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guinea pigs, hamsters, and chinchillas. Wild rodents 
include squirrels, beavers, lemmings, capybaras, 
groundhogs, muskrats, porcupines, prairie dogs, and 
voles.

Opossums and Shrews
The Virginia opossum is North America’s only 
marsupial. A marsupial is an animal with a pouch, 
like a kangaroo or a koala. The opossum is about the 
size of a large house cat. It has a triangular head and 
a long pointed nose. Grayish fur covers every area of 
the body except the ears, feet, and prehensile tail. 
This prehensile tail is adapted for grasping and 
wrapping around things like tree limbs.

Shrews, the smallest mammals, are also important 
because they represent the most primitive mammals. 
Their characteristics most closely resemble primitive 
mammals that fossil evidence indicates evolved 
during the era of dinosaurs. As the name implies, 
they feed primarily on insects and other small 
invertebrates. Shrews can be terrestrial (living 
on land), arboreal (living in trees), and/or semi-
aquatic. They have such a high metabolism that 
they eat regularly, and have a diet that ranges from 
insectivorous to omnivorous.

Bats
Bats are winged mammals of the order Chiroptera, 
which includes 900–1,000 species classified in about 
200 genera and 17 families. Bats range in size from a 
wingspread of over 5 feet (150 cm) to a wingspread 
of less than 2 inches (5 cm). The body of the bat is 
mouse-like and usually covered with fine fur. The 
face varies greatly from one species to another. Many 
species have complex appendages on the snout and 
projections (“false ears”) in front of the true ears. The 
ears themselves are often very large and elaborate. 
These facial structures help bats emit and receive 
sound vibrations that allow them to navigate the 
world around them.

Ungulates
Ungulates are mammals that have hard hooves. They 
include, among other animals, all members of the 
deer family (moose, elk, caribou, and various deer 
species), bison, mountain sheep and mountain goats. 
Most ungulates are grazers, meaning they eat leafy 
plants such as grass and clover. Some, like moose, 
are browsers, feeding largely on twigs and branches. 
Ungulates are a very important part of the ecology of 
many wild landscapes. 

They are often the dominant herbivores (plant eaters) 
in the habitat, and their movements and feeding 
habits can change the very nature of any ecosystem. 
They are also important because they are often the 
favourite food of large carnivores such as wolves and 
cougars. 

Carnivores
Carnivores vary greatly in weight and size – from 
less than a pound to nearly a ton. They have four 
to five digits on each leg or arm. All carnivores have 
sharp canine teeth designed for removing flesh from 
carcasses. Most have very acute senses. Vision and 
hearing are excellent in many carnivores and the 
sense of smell is generally acute. Most have relatively 
large brains and are excellent runners. There are 
many different kinds of carnivores, including:

Bears
Bears are an important symbol in California. The 
state mammal is the California Grizzly Bear, which 
also appears on the state flag. Sadly, though, the 
last remaining California Grizzly Bear died in 1922, 
meaning there are no bears of this kind left in 
California. Bears are interesting, because even though 
they are often classified as carnivores, black bears 
and grizzly bears eat mostly plants, making them 
omnivores. The meat part of their diet can come 
from fish, ants, rodents, and whatever other large 
mammals they manage to catch. Bears are also well 
known for hibernating throughout the winter.
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Wolves and Coyotes
Like the California Grizzly Bear, wolves were hunted 
to extinction in much of the United States, including 
California. This is extremely unfortunate, as wolves 
play an important part in any ecosystem that they are 
native to. For example, rather than killing off large 
portions of the ungulate population, wolves only hunt 
the weaker and the older parts of the pack, making 
the entire herd stronger in the long run. As a result 
of this, a debate is currently underway to reintroduce 
the wolf back into Northern California. 

The Coyote, a cousin of the wolf, is an entirely 
different story: rather than being hunted to 
extinction, more coyotes exist today than when the 
U.S. Constitution was signed. This is because hardly 
any animal in America is more adaptable to changing 
conditions than the coyote. Coyotes can live just 
about anywhere. They are found in deserts, swamps, 
tundra, grasslands, brush, and dense forests, from 
below sea level to high mountains. They have also 
learned to live in suburbs and cities like Los Angeles. 
Unlike their cartoon counterpart, they are also 
very smart: coyotes often share information with 
each other and can overcome fears quickly when 
they realize that something that looks or sounds 
dangerous actually is not. 

Coyotes have been known to not only avoid being 
trapped, but also have taken the time to spring every 
trap on a trap line and kick dirt on the traps before 
they escape!

Marine Mammals
Mammals that live in or near the ocean are an 
important part of California’s wildlife. The state 
marine mammal – the grey whale – is one of the 
largest mammals in the world, and you can frequently 
see dolphins, seals and other marine mammals 
swimming with surfers and sightseers at many of 
California’s beaches.
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Cetaceans - Whales, Dolphins and Porpoises
Marine mammals in the cetacean family include 
whales, dolphins, and porpoises. Although whales 
spend all their time in the oceans, they are still 
mammals. This means that they are warm blooded, 
give birth to live young, nurse their young, have 
traces of hair or fur, and must come to the surface to 
breathe air through their lungs.

Pinnipeds – Seals, Walrus, and Sea Lions
Marine mammals that have front and hind flippers 
are classified as pinnipeds. These include the seals, 
sea lions, and walruses. Most of these animals live 
in the ocean but are able to come on land for long 
periods of time.

Sea Otters
Sea otters are members of the weasel (mustelidae) 
family. Like other members of this family, they have 
very thick fur. In fact, with 850,000 to one million 
hairs per square inch, they have the thickest fur of 
any mammal. Sea otters are the smallest marine 
mammal. 

Looking for mammal signs
Mammals rarely go anywhere without leaving signs 
of their presence. If you are in a natural area, you 
usually don’t have to look far to see evidence of 
herbivores (and sometimes even carnivores!).
You can often find animal tracks in snow (if there is 
any in your area) or in soft soil. Some, like those of 
deer and moose, are easy to recognize. Others, like 
squirrels or foxes, may be a little trickier to spot. The 
most obvious signs that mammals leave behind are 
tracks. Deer and moose tracks are usually pretty easy 
to identify, but small mammal tracks may be more 
difficult.

Deer, porcupines, moose, hare, and other animals 
that eat plants usually leave abundant evidence 
wherever they feed. Look for chewed grass, shrubs, or 
tree bark. Because their food is poor in quality, they 

have to eat regularly and produce large amounts of 
droppings (usually in the form of compact pellets).

Occasionally, one comes across the remains of a 
dead animal. All you may find is a patch of scattered 
bones and hair to mark the spot where the animal 
died. The animal may have died of old age, been 
killed by predators or disease, been injured in a fight 
with another of its own species, or may have died of 
starvation or exposure to the elements. A few bones 
may be enough to tell a trained biologist what species 
of mammal it was, its sex and approximate age, and 
the amount of time elapsed since the event occurred. 
There may also be signs of predators or scavengers 
(such as bite marks on the bones) or droppings and 
tracks. Just like a forensic expert, the biologist may be 
able to tell the story of how the mammal died, based 
on evidence at the scene.
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