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Lesson Summary 

Program Title: Squirrels and Seeds 

Duration: 50 minutes (add-on squirrel simulation: 15 minutes) 

Grade Level:  K 

Abstract:  

This lesson will be seasonally-based, focusing on the winter season and connecting to a familiar animal, 

the squirrel.  

Students have been studying plant parts and lifecycles, including a focus on pumpkins and apples, 

learning about the soil, and learning about the concept of a habitat. Animals we have focused on so far 

include decomposers in the soil, specifically worms. 

Through this lesson students will learn more about habitat and the challenges that animals face when 

meeting their needs in the winter months. To connect this lesson to plant parts and lifecycles we will 

discuss what will happen to a seed that is cached and then forgotten by a squirrel.  

This lesson will use materials from the outdoor science kits including: egg cartons, bandanas, and 

trowels (optional.) Students will go on a scavenger hunt in their school yard to find items that could be 

food for squirrels, focusing on nuts (acorns, walnuts, hazelnuts), pinecones, and maple seeds.  By 

embodying squirrels, they will dissect pinecones to try to find the seeds inside, make a squirrel cache to 

hide their food so they can recover it and eat it over the winter, return to their cache locations trying to 

find the food they hid. Lastly, students will participate in a discussion about what happens to the seeds 

that a squirrel leaves behind or cannot find again. 

 

Students Will Be Able To (SWBAT):  

● Explain what squirrels eat and why they bury food  

● Identify physical and behavioral adaptations that help squirrels survive in their habitat 

● Recognize the interdependent relationship between squirrels and trees 

● As an add-on:  Define “predator” and “prey” and identify at least one predator for a squirrel and 

one technique squirrels use to survive 
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Program Title: Squirrels and Seeds 

Duration: 50 minutes 

Grade level: K 

Theme(s):  Squirrels and trees help to meet each other’s 

needs 

o Squirrels and seeds work together to survive 

o Squirrels save seeds to survive the winter 

 

Goal(s): Students understand that much of the squirrel 

behavior they observe around their school in the fall and 

winter are squirrel adaptations to survive the season by 

collecting what it needs. 

Objective(s):  

Students Will Be Able To: Educator verification method 

1.       Explain what squirrels eat and why they bury food  Through the food collection activity, 

students demonstrate understanding by 

collecting only types of food that squirrels 

eat and burying/caching the food to save 

it for later. 

2.   List at least one physical and one behavioral 

adaptation that help squirrels survive in their habitat 

In the introduction, the educator asks 

students to share ideas about how a 

squirrel’s body helps it survive. Through 

simulations, students act out behavioral 

adaptations like saving food and using 

more than one nest. 

3.   Recognize the interdependent relationship between 

squirrels and trees 

Students identify plant parts that squirrels 

use for food and shelter. In the 

conclusion, students try to find their 

buried seeds and discuss what happens to 

a squirrel’s forgotten seeds. 

4.     As an add-on:  Define “predator” and “prey” and 

name at least one predator for a squirrel and one 

technique squirrels use to survive 

Students embody squirrels trying to 

survive owl predation by scurrying 

between their nests in a simulation game.  

 

  

Materials: 

● Picture of squirrel to display on 

smart board  

● Squirrel food samples like pinecones, 

maple seeds, and nuts (for intro)  

● Squirrel shelter pictures (optional for 

intro) 

● Egg cartons (one per student) 

● Pinecones, maple seeds, and nuts (if 

needed, scatter these in scavenger 

hunt area to ensure students have 

squirrel food to find). 

● Optional: trowels for students to use 

when hiding seeds, binoculars for 

searching for squirrels 

 

Pre-lesson video: 

https://youtu.be/UgeTuKVfBc0 
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Teacher Background:  

Douglas Squirrels are the most common type of squirrel in western Washington. 

They typically live in dense coniferous forests. Food sources for Douglas Squirrels 

are: seeds from pine cones (they will peel off the scales and eat the inner seeds,) 

beaked hazelnuts and other nuts, green pine cones. They also eat fruit, fungi, and 

even birds’ eggs or young birds. 

 

 

Western grey squirrels are the largest native tree squirrel in Washington and 

have a long bushy tail. Western gray squirrels forage in trees for acorns and 

conifer seeds, but also forage on the ground for mushrooms and bury acorns. In 

urban areas we might see: Eastern or Western Grey Squirrels (Eastern are more 

common).  

 

Resources: 

http://wdfw.wa.gov/conservation/gray_squirrel/ 

http://wdfw.wa.gov/living/tree_squirrels.html 

http://jopaandfriends.blogspot.com/p/squirrels-of-washington-state.html 

http://naturemappingfoundation.org/natmap/facts/douglas_squirrel_k6.html  

http://naturemappingfoundation.org/natmap/facts/western_gray_squirrel_k6.html 

Western Squirrel Call: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ht_JUiTavT8 

Douglas Squirrel Call: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X4oAcXWbFD0 

 

Introduction: (15 minutes, in classroom) 

In the classroom, set students up for success by talking about squirrels and reviewing expectations.  

Educator greets students and talk about what season it is. Share that they’ll be going outside to learn so 

it’s important to bundle up. Share that you’re going to pretend to be squirrels that are surviving in their 

habitat this season. Ask students to reflect on times they’ve seen squirrels. Ask: Where was it? What do 

they look like? What were they doing? What did you observe? Allow time for a few student stories.  

Together, review the four things that all animals need in their habitat: food, water, shelter, space.  

● What does a squirrel use for shelter? (Show visual of nests made of sticks and leaves and holes 

in trees.) 

● What does a squirrel eat? (Show seeds, nuts, and pinecones.) 

Douglas squirrel 

Western grey squirrel 

http://wdfw.wa.gov/conservation/gray_squirrel/
http://wdfw.wa.gov/living/tree_squirrels.html
http://jopaandfriends.blogspot.com/p/squirrels-of-washington-state.html
http://naturemappingfoundation.org/natmap/facts/douglas_squirrel_k6.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ht_JUiTavT8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X4oAcXWbFD0
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In the video, we learned a new word: ADAPTATIONS! (Show image from video of squirrel, circle 

adaptations as students point them out) What adaptations help squirrels survive in their habitat? (Fur, 

bushy tail, sharp teeth, tree climbing abilities). 

Ask students, How do squirrels use plants in their habitat? (They live in trees, use leaves and sticks for 

nests, eat seeds, climb trees). Squirrels rely on trees in their habitat for a lot of things, but what happens 

to trees in the winter? (Leaves? Seeds?) How can a squirrel survive in a tree if the seeds and leaves have 

already fallen off? This is where you can introduce storing seeds through the winter.  

Tell students that it’s winter now, so together you’re going to go outside and see if you can find any 

squirrel food to survive on. Ask students to make predictions about what kinds of squirrel food they 

might find. Where should they look? Will it be hard or easy to find the food?  

Hold up some samples of squirrel food and explain that the egg carton is their “squirrel stomach” and 

the trowels are their “digging claws” and that they will use both to collect seeds. 

Ask students to recall the “Inside, Outside, In Between” lesson when the group saw how learning can 

happen outside and used egg cartons outside to collect things? Remind students of expectations for 

working safely outside (utilize classroom teacher for reinforcement.)  

Ten-minute transition to outside: Coats on, line up, walk safely in a line, stay together in a group, make 

observations about the weather outside, look for squirrel nests in trees, bring materials (egg cartons and 

trowels for each student, optional binoculars.) 

Activity: Squirrel food search: (25 mins outside by trees) 

Introduce the game: (5 mins) Split class into smaller groups led by Farmer Educators for 

intro/conclusion of activity outdoors. Orient groups to the space by asking students to look around and 

notice where you are. Ask if it looks like a good habitat for squirrels. Does anyone observe any squirrel 

nests in the trees? Remember a squirrel makes a nest with sticks and leaves, on the branches or in a 

hole inside the tree. 

Explain to students that you’re going to go on a squirrel food search using walking feet and quiet voices. 

Like they’ve done before, students will use their egg carton to collect what they find. The group will 

need to be sneaky squirrels so they can stay safe and not scare away other animals. Brainstorm a list of 

things in the immediate area that might be dangerous for a squirrel? (Cars, people, construction, other 

animals.) All animals are hungry in the winter; what hungry animals that might like to eat a squirrel? 

Demonstrate being sneaky and review what squirrels eat/what you’re looking for (seeds, nuts, 

pinecones.) 

https://youtu.be/UgeTuKVfBc0
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Food Search (10 mins): Set boundaries, give 

duration for search, pass out one egg carton per 

“squirrel”/student, and practice the signal to gather 

everyone together. Tell students that when they 

hear the educator make the sound of a squirrel 

chirping that they’ll gather together back at their 

special spot.  

After food search, circle up (sitting if ground is dry.) 

Inquiry/ discussion questions and activities (5 

mins): 

● What did you find? Did anyone find a seed? 

Another plant part? Anything else that might be food for a squirrel? Any signs of a squirrel? 

Signs of other animals? 

● What kind of signs might a squirrel leave behind? Let’s look at the pine cone. What part does a 

squirrel eat? (Seeds inside). 

● Let’s pretend we have tiny squirrel hands and try to open up a pine cone to find the seeds 

inside. 

o If a squirrel eats a pinecone in a forest, what evidence (signs) will be left behind? 

(Piles of pinecone scales). 

● What else eat seeds? (Birds, mice, even humans). 

● What would happen if the squirrel didn’t eat the seeds? What is the effect that the squirrel has 

on the seeds? 

● What does a squirrel do to make sure that no other animal or squirrel eats their food? (Hides it 

or makes a “cache.”) Describe what this means in order to lead into next activity.  

Make a food cache (5 minutes): Using the same boundaries, pass out one trowel per student to use as a 

“digging claw” (optional.) Students can work in pairs and remind them to hide their food well and to 

come back when they hear the squirrel sound.  

Conclusion: 10 minutes (inside) 

Have a conversation about what happens when squirrels don’t dig up their buried food.  

● Do you think a squirrel would remember where they hid their food? Two months later? A year? 

● What about if it is snowing or frozen? Would you be able to find your food? 

● What happens to the nuts and seeds if a squirrel leaves them behind? 

Revisit the question, “Is it bad or good for the trees that a squirrel eats seeds?” After having made 

your own cache, do you think the same as before or different? Optional: have students try to find 

their cache again! (This can happen after predator/prey simulation game (see expansion section 

below), or during a quick outdoor activity or transition). 

Review theme: Squirrels and trees help meet each other’s needs!  
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NGSS 3-Dimensions Connections: 

Performance Expectation (P.E.) supported: 

K-ESS3-1: Use a model to represent the relationship between the needs of different plants or 

animals (including humans) and the places they live. 

K-LS1-1: Use observations to describe patterns of what plants and animals (including humans) need 

to survive. 

Dimensions from Framework What students are doing 

Science and Engineering Practices (SEP) 
 
Asking Questions 
 

 

Developing and Using Models 

 

 

 

Planning and Carrying Out Investigations 

 

 

 

 

 

Constructing Explanations 

 

 

Students ask questions based on observations made 

during both activities to find out more information about 

squirrels and their habitat. 

As an add-on: Students participate in a simulation where 

they represent squirrels in their habitat and bandanas 

represent squirrel nests. Through this simulation, 

students gain a deeper understanding of the natural 

relationships within the predator- prey food chain. 

Students are presented with the question, “How do 

squirrels use plants in their habitat?” and are prompted 

to share their predictions in a group setting. Students 

then carry out investigations during both activities, after 

which, they are able to identify different plant parts that 

squirrels eat and use as shelter. During the conclusion, 

students deepen their investigation by discussing how 

squirrels help to plant trees. 

Students use information made from observations during 

the activities to construct reasons for how trees could be 

planted by squirrels and how trees help to meet the 

needs of squirrels. 

Disciplinary Core Ideas (DCI) 

LS2.A: Interdependent Relationships in 

Ecosystems 

 

 

 

 

 

Students gain understanding of squirrel habitat needs 

and challenges to their survival. Discussion questions 

help students consider how squirrels and trees interact 

and depend on one another for survival through the 

winter.  

Add-on simulation: Predator/prey dynamics are 

experienced firsthand in the Run Squirrel Run game. 
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 Through observations and simulations, students discuss 

what squirrels need to live and grow, exploring how they 

rely on plants (trees) to survive in their habitat. 

Crosscutting Concepts (CC) 

Patterns 

 

 

Structure and Function 

 

 

Through this lesson, students recognize that nature 

cycles through seasonal changes that affects the habitat 

of squirrels which in turn change their behavior in order 

to survive.  

Through the simulations, students understand the 

important role that plants play in a squirrel’s life and how 

some plants also rely on squirrels to survive.  

 

Five E Learning Model: 

Engage: How does the lesson pique the learner’s 

interest and allow them to express their existing 

thoughts and opinions on the subject? 

Students have already expressed interest in the 

squirrels they can see around their school. They 

have a chance to share their observations about 

squirrels in the beginning and reflect on how it 

feels to embody a squirrel trying to survive 

winter throughout the lesson. 

Explore: How does the lesson allow students to 

interact with each other, and observe their 

surroundings. Does the lesson include problem 

solving or coming up with an answer to the 

question? 

Students explore an outdoor area from the 

perspective of a squirrel searching for food. The 

Run Squirrel Run game gives students a chance 

to play together and work as a team to move 

food between nests.  

Explain/Elaborate: How does the lesson help 

students make a connection between new and 

former experiences. How does the lesson 

encourage students to record, reflect, and explain 

their new understanding to others? 

Each part of the lesson includes discussion 

questions to guide student sharing of their own 

observations and experiences during the 

simulations.  

Evaluate: How will the students be encouraged to 

reevaluate their understanding of the 

phenomena and demonstrate what they have 

learned? 

Through turn-and-talk and group discussion, 

students are asked to explain their 

understanding of hos squirrels and trees support 

on and depend on one another.  

 

 

Enrichment/Expansion:  

Run Squirrel Run game: 15-30 minutes in open area (field or covered blacktop if rainy) 
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Materials:  

● Bandanas, enough to make three or four large circles as “squirrel nests” 

● Squirrel food: small balls, soft throwables (anything small but noticeable that can be easily 

grabbed and transported by students) 

Advance set-up: make three or four circles (large enough for a few students to stand in) with bandanas. 

Introduce the game: (5 mins) Squirrels are storing nuts for winter, but what about hungry predators? 

What does it mean to be a predator? How do trees change in winter? Would that change make it easier 

or harder for a squirrel to survive? (There are no leaves, so it might be easier for a predator to find a 

squirrel or a bird nest). A squirrel makes more than one nest of leaves and sticks. Why would they make 

more than one nest? (So they can move!) Why would a squirrel need to move? (Students share out 

ideas.) 

Explain that you’re going to play a game where you pretend to be squirrels and the bandana circles are 

your squirrel nests. All squirrels/students choose a nest to start in, spreading out so they’re not all in the 

same nest. An educator will be a predator of the squirrel, for this game it will be an owl. Every time the 

owl shouts, “Run, squirrel, run!” every squirrel must leave their nest and run to another nest. The owl 

might tag you (demonstrate a gentle touch), and that means you’ve been eaten by an owl! If you are 

eaten, you get to become an owl and help hunt. Imagine that each time the owl family eats a squirrel, 

they are happy and healthy and one more owl is added to their family. 

Demonstrate the game, practice green choices, answer any questions. Play a few rounds, switching out 

the owl in the middle. (5 min) 

Stop the game and add a challenge. 

Ask students to imagine that one of the squirrel nests is discovered by a predator, so it’s no longer safe, 

but the squirrel had saved some important food there for the winter and wants to move the seeds and 

nuts to their new home. Introduce the soft throwables and place them in the nest that has been 

discovered by a predator (your choice) and ask students to imagine them as squirrel food. Point out the 

“safest” nest. Discuss with students: what might make a nest safer? Explain that together, you’ll have to 

move all the food to the safe nest, and you can only carry one piece of food at a time, work with your 

fellow squirrels to make a pile or cache. The task is to get all the food to the safe nest without getting 

eaten by an owl. Review the same rules as before. If you are caught, you turn into an owl too. If you are 

carrying food when you got caught, that food is lost! Count the number of foods at the beginning, then 

count at the end to see how much food you were able to save. 

Play a few rounds. Switch out the owl in the middle. (5 min) 

Stop and talk, reflect on game: (5 min) 

● How did it feel to be a squirrel in the winter trying to survive without getting eaten?  

● What other predators eat squirrels? 

● What are other hazards for a squirrel? 

● What would happen if all the squirrel nests got invaded by the owl or other predators? 

● What else might the squirrel be protecting in its nest besides food? 

● What adaptations does the squirrel have to help it survive the winter? 


