
Grade Level 
4

Duration
1-2 class periods

Setting
The classroom 

Vocabulary
Adaptation
Wetland 
Habitat

Animal Adaptations 
Teacher Instructions

Focus/Overview 
This lesson teaches students how animals adapt to their 
habitats, namely the wetlands.  

Learning Objective(s) 
The learner will 

Describe the adaptations of a beaver 
Read animal adaptation cards and describe 
characteristics that animals have that help them 
adapt to their surroundings 
Design the ultimate wetland animal with wetland 
survival adaptations 

Louisiana Grade Level Expectations
4: GLE-41 (LS-E-A3) Describe how parts of 
animals’ bodies are related to their functions and survival (e.g., wings/flying, 
webbed feet/swimming) 
4: GLE-52 (LS-E-C2) Describe how some plants and animals have adapted to 
their habitats

Corresponding Comprehensive Curriculum Activities 
Ecosystems: Activity 1- Eco-competition 

Materials List
Plastic beaver teeth (or picture) 
Brown towel or brown coat (teacher provides) 
Swim fins 
Oil can 
Gloves
Ear plugs 
Nose plugs 
Goggles
Musk cologne or perfume 
Paddle

Background Information 
All animals live in habitats. Habitats provide food, water and shelter that animals need to 
survive, but there is more to survival than just the habitat. Animals also depend on their 
physical features to help them obtain food, be safe, build homes, withstand weather and 
attract mates. These features, such as the color of the animal’s fur, the thickness or 
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thinness of the fur, and the shape of the nose or ears, are called physical adaptations 
(Mosbacker).

Many animals have developed remarkable defenses to keep from being eaten. Grazing 
animals often feed in herds. When a predator attacks, the animals scatter and run in 
different directions, which confuses the predator and allows the animals to escape. Some 
animals never venture too far from their home in underground dens or thick vegetation 
and can quickly hide when danger approaches. Many animals have keen senses of sight, 
smell and hearing so that they can detect danger and escape. Some animals have horns or 
antlers to fight off predators. Some animals are active only at night when it is harder for 
predators to find them. 

Many animals rely on camouflage or the ability to blend in with their surroundings to 
hide from predators. A few animals are even poisonous or unpleasant-tasting, and 
predators soon learn to leave such animals alone. These poisonous kinds of animals are 
often brightly colored, as well, which acts as a warning to predators. 

Some animals use chemicals that they spray from various parts of their bodies to deter 
predators. A few animals rely on trickery and copy the defenses of other animals to 
protect themselves (Mosbacker). 

Beaver information (Read out loud to class) 
The beaver is the largest North American rodent and lives in every state and province in 
the United States and Canada. Its biological name is Castor canadensis. American 
Indians called the beaver the “sacred center” of land because of its ability to change the 
landscape by damming streams and small rivers that enables other wetlands mammals, 
fish, frogs, turtles, ducks and birds to thrive in the newly constructed wetland habitat. 
Beavers live in lodges that they build on the banks of rivers and streams from small trees 
and mud. First, the beaver gnaws down trees that fall into the river to form a dam, which 
floods the upstream portion of the river. Beavers then build their home, or lodge, on the 
bank of the river with the opening to the home underwater, which helps keep them safe 
from predators. Beavers are great swimmers and can hold their breath for as long as 12 to 
15 minutes and can swim underwater up to a mile.  

Beavers are often confused with another large rodent that is not native to Louisiana, the 
nutria. Unlike the nutria, beavers have a wide flat tail, which measures 11-15 inches long 
and 6 inches wide. They use their big tails like a paddle to propel them through the water 
when swimming and to warn other beavers of danger by slapping it on the water to raise 
an alarm. Adults are humped-backed and weigh an average of 33 pounds.

Beavers have several features besides their tails that help them live in an aquatic habitat. 
They have webbed feet and special castor glands on their abdomen that produce oil that 
the beaver rubs onto its fur to waterproof it. Also, their ears and nose have special 
muscles that allow them to close these openings when underwater.
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Beavers mate for life during their third year. Both parents care for the baby beavers, 
called “kits,” which are usually born in the spring. From one to four kits can be in a litter. 
The kits normally stay with their parents for two years, and yearlings act as babysitters 
for the new litter. Beavers can live for as long as 19 years and can grow as long as 3 to 4 
feet. During their lifetime, beavers are strict vegetarians, eating on the outer layers of 
many woody trees, such as sweetgum, yellow poplar and willow. In Louisiana, beavers 
are trapped for their fur, which is part of a fur industry that produces more than 1.3 
million pelts a year from nutria, muskrat, mink, otter and beaver. 

Definitions:

Adaptation – The ability of a species to survive in a particular habitat or niche. Any 
physical changes in an organism that allows it to survive a particular habitat, defend itself 
from prey or more easily reproduce.    

Habitat – The natural environment of an organism; place that is natural for the life and 
growth of an organism 

Wetland – A low-lying area that is wet year-round or during portions of the year. It is 
usually able to support types of vegetation typically adapted for saturated soil conditions. 

Advance Preparation 
1. Place all beaver adaptation props in a brown bag or pillow case. 
2. Place the picture of a beaver at the front of the classroom. 
3. Divide students into groups of no more than 3 or 4. 

Procedure
1. Tell the students that today we will discuss several animals that live in wetlands 

and how they are able to survive living in those wetlands. Bring up the vocabulary 
word adaptation. Can students define adaptation?  

2. Read out loud the background information of a beaver to the class.
3. Ask the students for a volunteer to come to the front of the classroom. This person 

will be the “new class pet,” a beaver.  
4. Take out one prop at a time from the bag. Ask the students what adaptation of a 

beaver the prop represents. 
5. If the student gets it right he or she can help the “new class pet” put on the prop. 

See list of correct answers for all props. You may have to help students think 
creatively.

6. Now that students have completely dressed their new class pet and described 
many typical adaptations of a beaver to a wetland, ask students to once again 
define a wetland. After getting several student answers, ask them to describe a 
wetland. You may want to write descriptive words on the blackboard. Good 
answers would be lots of water, sometimes salty, muddy, different kinds of plants, 
different kinds of animals, etc. 

7. Once students have adequately described a wetland, ask the groups to fill out the 
animal adaptation activity sheet by making a list of animals that live in wetlands 
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and some ways that they might adapt to living in those wetlands. Give students 5 
to 7 minutes to do this, and then ask them to share one or two examples of animal 
adaptations they came up with as a group. 

8. Next, have students turn over the animal information cards. These cards have 
pictures of wetland animals along with information about the animals and how 
these animals adapt to their habitats.  

9. Students should read these cards. The cards will give students additional 
information on wetland animal adaptations. Then in their groups, students will 
create a fictitious wetland animal. They will need to give their fictitious wetland 
animal at least five different adaptations that allow it to survive in the wetlands.  

10. Students should draw their new animal on the student activity sheet and list the 
five adaptations below the picture. 

11. Students will designate a group representative, and he or she will hold up the 
fictitious wetland animal picture for the class to see and describe how that 
particular animal is adapted to surviving in the wetlands. 

12. Hang all class pictures on a board for the remainder of Youth Wetlands Week.    

Answer key to dressing a student like a beaver! 

Item Represents Beaver Part Functions
Paddle Tail • Helps beaver maneuver while swimming 

(propeller to push it through the water and 
rudder to steer). 
• A warning for other beavers of possible 
danger when slapped on the surface of water. 
• A place to store fat when the food supply is 
low.
• Becomes a support (like a stool) when 
beaver sits to gnaw on trees.

Teeth Teeth • Help the beaver obtain wood materials for 
food (tree cambium) and to build their lodges 
and dams. 
• Are unique. They grow at an enormous rate 
(as much as 3 inches a month). 
• Front teeth grow continuously, keeping 
pace with the constant wear from gnawing 
wood. They stick out past beaver's lips so it 
can gnaw, chew and swallow underwater 
without choking.

Brown Towel Fur  • Helps keep the animal warm. 
• Inner fur, or undercoat, is thick, soft and 
fuzzy. It traps air to keep the body warm. 
• Outer fur consists of tough guard hairs that 
shed water like a raincoat. 
• The beaver has a built-in radiator, a special 
kind of circulation that brings heat to their 
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legs and feet, which are often wet and 
exposed to the cold. 
• The brown coloration of beaver fur 
provides protective camouflage when out of 
water.
• The beaver was once an endangered species 
in western North America because of 
extensive trapping for the sale of furs.

Oil can Oil gland • Oil helps keep the beaver dry even when 
swimming.

Swim 
flippers

Back feet • Webbed hind feet of the beaver enhance the 
swimming ability by providing propulsion.
• Second nail on each foot has a split nail that 
is used for grooming.  

Gloves Front paws • Enable beaver to grasp materials much like 
human hands.  
• Used for digging, working on dams and 
building lodges, as well as gripping food.

Ear plugs Special muscles in ear 
canals

• Enable beavers to close their ear openings 
completely so no water to enter when 
underwater.
• Beavers can stay underwater up to 15 
minutes.  

Nose plugs Special muscles in 
beavers nose 

• Enable beavers to close their nose openings 
completely so that no water is able to enter 
while they are submerged. 
• Beavers can stay underwater up to 15 
minutes.  

Swimming 
goggles

Third clear eyelid • The “nictitating membrane” covers and 
protects the eyes.

Musk
perfume 

Caster gland • This special oil gland is used for marking 
territory. 
• Beaver musk oil has been used to make 
some perfumes and medicines.  

Blackline Masters 
1. Animal Adaptation activity sheet 
2. Wetland Animal Information Cards 

Resources

Alaska Department of Wildlife and Game Division of Wildlife Conservation. River Otter 
Fun Facts. Black Bear Fun Facts. 

Http://www.wildlife.alaska.gov/index.cfm?adfg=funfacts.riverotter
Http://www.wildlife.alaska.gov/index.cfm?adfg=funfacts.blackbear
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Barataria-Terrebonne National Estuary Program. Understanding Animal Adaptations. 
Living Resources: Animal Adaptations.   

www.btnep.org

Mosbacker, Linda Animal Adaptations Utah Education Network 
http://www.uen.org/utahlink/activities/view_activity.cgi?activity_id=4750

Seaworld. Manatees Adaptations for an aquatic environment. 
http://www.seaworld.org/animal-info/info-books/manatee/adaptations.htm
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Animal Adaptations in the T-3 Format 

What You Say What You Do What the Students Do 
All animals live in habitats 
that provide water, food and 
shelter for them.  

Explain to the students 
about habitats. 

Students will listen to your 
explanation of habitats. 

Today we will discuss 
several animals that live in 
wetlands and how they are 
able to survive living in 
those wetlands. Can anyone 
define the word adaptation?  

Solicit answers from 
students about what they 
think the word adaptation 
means. 

Students will answer with 
what they think adaptation 
means. 

I will now read out some 
background information on 
beavers to you. 

Read out loud the 
background information of 
a beaver to the class. 

Students will listen to the 
background information 
you present to them about 
beavers.

Ask the students for a 
volunteer to come to the 
front of the classroom. Tell 
them that this person will be 
the “new class pet,” a 
beaver.

Pick a student volunteer. Students will pick volunteer 
to be the new “class pet 
beaver.”

Tell the students that you 
have some adaptations of a 
beaver in a bag and that you 
want them to name the 
adaptation as you take a 
prop out. Tell them that the 
student who gets the 
adaptation correct will get 
to help the “class pet” put 
on the adaptation (prop). 

Take the props out one at a 
time and solicit answers 
from the students about 
what kind of adaptation it 
is.

Students will give their 
feedback to you on what 
type of adaptation each prop 
is. Then they will help the 
“class pet” put the prop on. 

Ask students to once again 
define a wetland. 

Solicit for answers from the 
class.

Students will define what a 
wetland is. 

After they have defined a 
wetland ask them to 
describe a wetland. 

Solicit answers and write 
them down on the 
blackboard for the students 
to remember them better. 

Students will describe the 
characteristics of a wetland. 
Good answers would be lots 
of water, sometimes salty, 
muddy, different kinds of 
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plants, different kinds of 
animals, etc.  

Tell the students to separate 
into groups. Ask the groups 
to fill out the animal 
adaptation activity sheet by 
making a list of animals that 
live in wetlands and some 
ways that they might adapt 
to living in those wetlands. 

Separate the students into 
groups. Give them the 
animal adaptation activity 
sheet; then walk around the 
class and help answer any 
questions that may arise. 
Give students about 5-7 
minutes to do this. 

Students will answer the 
animal adaptation activity 
sheet.

Ask the students to share 
one or two examples of 
animal adaptations they 
came up with as a group. 

Pick students in each group 
to share examples of animal 
adaptations that they came 
up with. 

Students will give their 
answers as to what their 
group came up with about 
animal adaptations. 

Tell the students to turn 
over their animal 
information cards. Explain 
that these cards have 
pictures of wetland animals 
along with information 
about the animals and how 
these animals adapt to their 
habitats. 

Explain the animal 
identification cards. 

Students will turn over their 
animal identification cards 
and read the information 
about each animal. 

Tell the students that in 
their groups, they will 
create a fictitious wetland 
animal. Tell them that they 
will need to give their 
fictitious wetland animal at 
least 5 different adaptations 
that allow it to survive in 
the wetlands. 

Give students directions 
about what their fictitious 
wetland animal needs to 
have.

Students should draw their 
new animal on the student 
activity sheet and list the 5 
adaptations below the 
picture. 

Tell the students to 
designate a group 
representative and he or she 
will hold up the fictitious 
wetland animal picture for 
the class to see and describe 

Help appoint a group 
representative if the 
students cannot decide 
themselves. 

The group representative 
will hold up the fictitious 
animal drawing and 
describe what it is and what 
the adaptations of the 
animal are. 
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how that particular animal 
is adapted to surviving in 
the wetlands. 

Tell the students that you 
will hang the fictitious 
animals around for the 
remainder of Youth 
Wetlands Week, and they 
can admire each others 
work and maybe even learn 
something else about 
adaptations. 

Hang the drawing of the 
fictitious animals around 
the classroom for the 
remainder of Youth 
Wetlands Week. 
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Animal Adaptations
Student Activity SheetStudent Activity Sheet

Youthh

Name

Wetlands WeekWetlands Week

Directions: Pick six wetland animals you know of and write their names 
in the fi rst column under the title “Wetland Animals.” In the second 
column, think of how these wetland animals have adapted to their 
habitats. Write a body part for each animal next to its name that helps it 
survive in the wetlands.

       Wetland Animal          Adaptation of This Wetland Animal

1. 

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
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Animal Adaptations
Student Activity SheetStudent Activity Sheet

Youthh

Name

Wetlands WeekWetlands Week

Animal adaptation cards

Manatees

• Manatees in Florida can swim up to 15 mile per hour,
 but usually swim around 2-6 miles per hour.
• Manatees can dive as deep as 33 feet! Usually they
 stay within the top 10 feet of the surface water where
 they feed on aquatic plants.
• While resting, manatees can remain underwater for
 20 minutes. They usually come up for air every 2 to 3
 minutes.

Black Bear

• Black bears eat lots of berries in the late summer to   
 help them store up fat for the winter.
• Black bears also eat tender vegetation, fi sh, bird
 eggs and insect larvae.
• Male and female black bears stay around each other   
 only when it is time to breed.
• Black bears breed in July and August, but the female
 eggs do not develop until autumn, which allows the 
 bears to give birth in their winter dens. In spring, the   
 mom and young bears come out when there is plenty 
 of food.

River Otter

• River otters spend half their lives sleeping.
• River otters do not have tail fl ippers, only webbed
 hind feet.
• River otters swim up to 6 miles per hour and can 
 dive down to 60 feet.
• Rivers otters can stay underwater for 4 minutes.
• River otters can run and slide up to 15 miles per 
 hour on land. 
• River otters do not have good vision but can smell
 and hear very well. 
• River otters use their whiskers to detect prey when
 hunting and swimming.
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Animal Adaptations
Student Activity SheetStudent Activity Sheet

Youthh

Name

Wetlands WeekWetlands Week

Directions: In the box below create the ultimate wetland 
animal. Give your animal at least 5 adaptations that allow it 
to survive in the wetlands. Describe the adaptations of your 
animal below the box!

Adaptations

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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