Tracking and Trailing








Grade:
Upper Elementary (4)
Time:

50 minutes

Objectives:
Students will…

· Name three types of animal sign

· Correctly identify one type of animal track

Materials:

· Masking tape

· Animal signs sheets

· Animal track sheets

Introduction (on the nature trail)

Today, we will be looking for animals in the woods along the nature trail.  Ask students to name animals they would expect to find there.  Possible animals include white-tailed deer, eastern gray squirrels, eastern chipmunk, a variety of birds, red fox, eastern coyote, raccoon, striped skunk, moles, and mice.  

Of those animals, how many are diurnal, or active during the day?  Deer, squirrels, some of the birds.  Of those, how many do they think will stick around while 20 people walk through?  There’s the difficulty with learning about animals in the wild - they are much better adapted to avoid us than we are to find them.  So instead, we must use the signs they have left behind to find a record of what they have been doing.

Procedure

1. Tracks

One of the most common ways to tell which animals have been in the area is looking at tracks (footprints) they have left behind.  Distribute the track ID sheets (from Stokes, Nature in Winter) to students.  Where would be the best places to find tracks?  Someplace where it is easy for an animal’s foot to leave an impression – mud, sand, snow.  Where in the immediate area should we look – in the leaf litter off the trail or on the trail?  
Break the class into several smaller groups and have them canvass the trail for animal tracks.  If they find any, they should mark the area conspicuously with a pile of rocks or a stick so that we can move there as a group when everyone is done searching their area.  Note:  This may be difficult, depending on how recently there was a rain fall and the condition of the trail.  Usually, there are deer tracks apparent along most of the trail, along with domestic dog tracks from walkers.
When everyone has had a chance to look, take the class around to look at the groups’ findings.  The tracks on the sheet are actual size, so encourage them to use the sheets to ID what type of track it is.  Once they have figured out what they are, ask the class what direction the animal was headed.  Repeat for most, if not all, of the groups’ finds.  
2. How fast?

Explain that with practice, one can tell how fast an animal is moving based on its tracks.  To illustrate, pick one volunteer to act as an animal.  Have the rest of the class line up in a straight line along the side of the trail or in an open area.  Ask the volunteer to walk along the line.  Count how many steps they took.  Have them return to the beginning and trot or jog down the line.  Again, count the steps.  Repeat the process at a run.  Compare the numbers (in general, there will be more steps in a trot than in a walk, but fewer steps in a run than a walk).  If, in the same length of path, there are more steps, does that mean the steps are closer together, or farther apart?  Closer together.  As a rule of thumb, tracks are closer together if the animal is trotting (a light jog) than if it is walking.  If the animal is running, the tracks will be farther apart and will be deeper (the foot will hit the ground with more force).  
3. Animal Signs

Unfortunately, one cannot always find tracks, especially if you are looking in an area covered in leaf litter.  Then, one would look for other signs that animals were there.  What else do animals do in their daily lives that would leave behind signs?  Sleeping, eating, toileting, and marking territory can all leave a trace behind.  Distribute the Animal Signs sheets.
Describe signs of common animals eating, and if you have samples, show them.  For an example, if a branch or grass close to the ground looks as if it was cut by scissors, it was eaten by an eastern cottontail.  If it looks like it was torn off, with a ragged end, it was eaten by a white-tailed deer, who have teeth on their bottom jaw only, and must bite and tear their food.  Rabbits have top and bottom incisors, so their forage looks neatly cut.

Show examples of nuts eaten by chipmunks, gray squirrels, flying squirrels, and mice.  Those eaten by gray squirrels, chipmunks, and mice are usually found on elevated spots, like stumps or logs, so that the animal has a better view of its surrounding as it eats.  

4. Scat

Animal droppings, or scat, can also tell you a great deal about the animal’s habits and diet.  Some scat, like deer scat, is pretty distinctive.  The pellets often stick together during the summer moths, when the deer have moist green foliage to eat, but do not clump in the winter months, when the food is drier.  You can tell a wild canid’s scat from a domestic dog’s scat not only by the size (most domestic dog’s are larger), but also the composition.  Coyote and fox scat will have fur, bone chips, or berries, depending on the most recent meal.  Domestic dog will be more uniform in texture and content because its diet is mostly dogfood.  

Note:  Fox scat is pretty common in the woods at JP, if you know where to look.  If you stand at the corner of the main trail and the swamp trail, and look catty-corner between the two, you will see a large tree that has fallen, but is still attached to its stump about 5 feet off the ground.  Fox often use this as a place to place their scat.  Like many animals, fox use their scat to announce their territory, and choose conspicuous, open areas where the scent will carry better.  Another spot to look is on the small wooden platform near where the meadow trail and the ridge trail meet.  Give groups a chance to go off the trail to look for other animal signs.  Use the same procedure as with the tracks, so that the whole class can look at any interesting finds.

Conclusion

Gather the group together.  What animals do we know spend time here, based on the animal signs we found?  What can we tell about their habits from what we found?  Any predictions for how things would be different if the class returned in summer?  Because we spent time off the trail, it is especially important to check for ticks before returning inside.
