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Wildlife Detectives

Description: Students look for signs of wildlife living in the area.

Objectives: Students will:
• find out what wildlife is living in the bosque or other natural area;
• examine habitat needs of different wildlife species; and
• use observation skills.

Materials: Field journals / paper and pencils, pens

 Student handout pages (below); natural history guides  
(tracks, scat), see Appendix B: Annotated References

Phenomenon: Many animals live in the bosque (or other natural area), but I don’t 
see them very often. 

Lesson Questions:  
• What signs of animals can I find, and what do they tell me about the 

animals that made them? 

4. Wildlife Detectives
Grades: 3–8

Time: 30 to 60 minutes, depending on student interest levels

Subject: science

Terms: habitat, invertebrate, scat, tracks, vertebrate

4.
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New Mexico STEM Ready! / Next Generation Science Standards
NOTE: see NGSS Connections to Going Out: Field Activities at the end of this chapter for 
more possible field trip NGSS connections and for suggestions using each standard.
3.LS4.C Adaptation

3.LS4.D Biodiversity & Humans

Background:

Numerous animals live in the bosque, but they are not always easy to find. Vertebrate 
animals (those with backbones) tend to stay in cool places during the heat of the 
day. They also may hear or smell humans and hide away from them. While most 
birds are active during the day (owls in the bosque being an exception), they are 
often more visible in the early morning and late evening. Fortunately, animals leave 
behind many signs that tell us they are in the area. These include tracks, scat (poop), 
bird nests, holes in the ground, mounds of dirt, feathers, fur, bones, scratches, bite 
marks, and more. Signs left by invertebrates (animals without backbones, including 
insects, spiders, isopods, etc.), include spider webs, cicada shells, rolled leaves, old 
cocoons, holes in the ground or bored into logs, and chewed leaves. Remember, 
invertebrates are wildlife, too! 

These signs can tell us not only what animals live there, but also a great deal about 
the habitat needs of the animal that left them behind. Habitat includes the food, 
water, shelter and space suitable to an animal’s needs; an appropriate arrangement 
of all of these is required for a given species to live in a certain location. By looking 
at where animals leave tracks, what they leave behind in scat, where they locate 
their nests, and so on, we are able to learn about their habitat requirements. In this 
activity, we search for signs of animals. 

Procedure: 

 It may help to scout out the area for this activity before your field trip. Some 
bosque trails now have gravel, which is not conducive to finding tracks. Find 
a location that has dirt trails, many trees and other vegetation as well as open 
areas. You might find an area with gopher mounds, bird nests or other obvious 
signs.

 Start by asking students what animals live in the bosque. Remember to accept 
invertebrates in their answers, as they are animals, too! Ask if any students have 
been in the bosque before, and if so, what types of animals did they actually see? There 
might be fewer animals listed now. Tell them that animals are often very hard 
to find, so today you will look for signs of animals, things that tell us that 
an animal is nearby. For older students, you may want to include the terms 
vertebrates and invertebrates.
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 Divide the class into small groups. Assign each group a search area with clear 
boundaries. It can be “stay between this path and the river” or “within ten 
paces of this path” or whatever is appropriate. Many areas in the bosque look 
alike and if separated from the group, students can get disoriented and feel 
lost. 

 Students should look carefully throughout the area for signs of animals. Look 
first; never put your hands, feet, or face where you have not looked. Things to 
look for include tracks, scat (poop), bird nests, holes in the ground, mounds of 
dirt (left by gophers), feathers, fur, bones, scratches, bite marks, spider webs, 
cicada shells or old cocoons, chewed leaves or sounds made by the animals.

 Record observations in field journals. Have 
students create a data chart in their journals 
with four columns: 
• Sign: Record the sign observed (e.g., 

“nest,” “tracks,” “scratch marks”)
• Description: Provide details about the 

sign, including the environment in which 
the sign was found (e.g., “in a cottonwood 
tree,” “in sandy soil under a willow”). 
Include a tally when appropriate (e.g., 
number of small bird tracks, coyote 
tracks, etc.).  

• Drawing: Draw the sign and include labels as appropriate and measurements, 
when possible.

• Animal: If possible, identify the animal that created the sign.

NOTE: Do not collect the evidence!

 If time permits, have students use natural history guides, or the guide included 
below, to identify their finds, if possible.  If there is not time while in the field, 
try to identify signs when back in the classroom.

 At the end of the allotted time, bring students together to share findings. Use 
the following questions to lead a discussion of their discoveries.

 How many different types of animals did you detect?

 How many of each animal might live here? How do we know? 

 How many of these animals live underground? In the trees? On the ground?

 Introduce the concept of habitat (the arrangement of food, water, shelter 
or cover and space suitable to animals’ needs). What can we learn about an 
animal’s habitat needs by the signs they leave behind? 

 How might each of these animals find food?
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 Where might each of these animals find water?

 What types of homes did you find? Does that tell us anything about where the animal 
lives?

 What would happen to these animals if these areas changed – there were no longer large 
trees, or the river dried up, or the plants died, etc.?

 Can you name any animals that likely wouldn’t be able to survive in this habitat based 
on their needs?

           3.LS4.C, 3.LS4.D

Assessment:

Have students write about their findings, either in their field journal or as an 
assignment. Students should answer appropriate discussion questions as well.

Extension:
• For each sign that was found, draw or find a picture of the animal to match 

with a picture of its sign.
• Pick one of the animals discovered in the bosque. Research specific habitat 

needs for this species. Create a poster, model, etc. to share this information 
with the class.

• Additional activities in this Guide that would be appropriate follow-ups are 
“The Web” and “Who Lives Where?”

• Older students could discuss or learn more about what you can learn from 
tracks (size of animal, direction they were going, interaction with other 
animals), scat (diet, illness),  etc.

Reference:

Track and Scat guides provided by the Albuquerque Bernalillo County Water 
Utility Authority Education Program. https://www.abcwua.org/education/
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