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Lesson Summary 

Program Title: Squirrels, Seeds, and Trees 

Duration: 85 minutes 

Grade Level: K-3rd 

Abstract: This lesson will guide students to make a connection between the outdoors as a habitat for a 
familiar animal: the squirrel. Through inquiry-based guidance and participation in a squirrel food 
scavenger hunt on the ground and in the trees, students will learn about squirrel habitat with a focus on 
food and shelter.  With this lesson we will investigate the following questions:  

 Why do we see squirrels and trees in the same places? 
 Why might a squirrel dig a hole? 
 Does this schoolyard make a good habitat for squirrels? 
 Do we find more squirrel foods on the ground or in a tree? 
 What will happen to a seed that is cached and then forgotten by a squirrel? 

Students Will Be Able To (SWBAT): 

 Explain what squirrels eat and why they bury food 
 Identify what happens to the seeds that a squirrel leaves behind or cannot find again. 
 Make comparisons between squirrel foods found in a tree after shaking it vs. squirrel foods 

found on the ground after scavenging. 
 

NGSS Performance Expectations (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. 

 
Materials/Preparation: 
 Small whiteboard & marker 
 Large white sheet 
 Small, easy-to shake trees in an outdoor 

area 
 Hand lens for each student 
 Bug boxes (or plastic containers or jars) 
 Large white board/chalk board for 

recording all observations 
 Markers or chalk for white board/chalk 

board 
 Egg cartons 

 Picture of squirrel to display on smart board  
 
Optional 
 Squirrel food pictures for intro 
 Squirrel shelter pictures for intro 
 Pinecones, maple seeds, and nuts. If 

needed, scatter these in the scavenger hunt 
area to ensure that students have squirrel 
food to find. 

 Trowels for students to use when hiding 
seeds  

 Binoculars for searching for squirrels 
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Program Title: Squirrels, Seeds, and Trees 

Duration: 50 minutes 

Grade Level: K-3rd 

Theme(s):  Does your schoolyard make a good habitat for squirrels? 

Goal(s): Students understand that much of the squirrel behavior they observe around their school in the 
fall and winter is the squirrel collecting supplies to survive the season. Students will learn what can be 
found on the limbs of a tree, how to use scientific tools to make observations, and will assess if 
the schoolyard is a good squirrel habitat based on their findings. Students will bury their own cache and 
then formulate an explanation about whether trees need squirrels. 

Objective(s): 

Students Will Be Able To: Educator verification method 

1.    1. Explain what squirrels eat and 
why they bury food.  

Through the food collection activity, students demonstrate 
understanding by collecting only types of food squirrels eat and 
burying/caching the food. Students will be asked why squirrels bury 
their food (to save it for later). 

2.   2. Recognize the 
interdependent relationship 
between squirrels and trees 

Students identify plant parts that squirrels eat and use to build 
homes. In the lesson’s conclusion, students try to find their buried 
seeds and discuss what happens to a squirrel’s forgotten seeds (they 
grow into new trees). 

 

3.    3. Conduct an investigation to 
determine if the schoolyard is a 
good habitat for squirrels.  

Students make predictions before “collecting data” (shaking the tree), 
and make and share observations about what falls off. Students will 
use a nature graph to compare what is found on the ground vs. in the 
tree. 

 
Teacher Background:  

Become familiar with your own schoolyard habitat including knowledge of the most commonly found 
plants and animals, especially squirrels. 

Common Squirrels in Washington 
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Douglas Squirrel Western Grey Squirrel Eastern Grey Squirrel 

 

During this lesson, the focus is on squirrel food and shelter within a schoolyard habitat. See below for 
lesson related material to introduce to your class. 

Squirrel Food 

Squirrel Shelters 

Team Squirrel: Get to know each 

 
Resources: 

Student discussions: https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/student-participation-strategy 
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 
 
Materials/Preparation: 
 Small whiteboard & marker 
 Large white sheet 
 Small, easy-to shake trees in an outdoor 

area 
 Hand lens for each student 
 Bug boxes (or plastic containers or jars) 
 Large white board/chalk board for 

recording all observations 
 Markers or chalk for white board/chalk 

board 
 Egg cartons 

 Picture of squirrel to display on smart board  
 
Optional 
 Squirrel food pictures for intro 
 Squirrel shelter pictures for intro 
 Pinecones, maple seeds, and nuts. If 

needed, scatter these in the scavenger hunt 
area to ensure that students have squirrel 
food to find. 

 Trowels for students to use when hiding 
seeds  

 Binoculars for searching for squirrels 
 
  

http://www.oxbow.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Squirrel-Food.pdf
http://www.oxbow.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Squirrel-Shelters.pdf
http://www.oxbow.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Team-Squirrel-visuals-and-facts-.pdf
https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/student-participation-strategy
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
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ht_JUiTavT8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X4oAcXWbFD0
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Introduction: (15 min) in classroom 

 
Introduce the topic of habitat: Review the four things that all animals (using squirrels as a main focus) 
need in their habitat: food; water; shelter; and space. Why do think we see squirrels and trees in the 
same places? (e.g., protection from predators, live in trees, use leaves and sticks for nests, eat seeds, 
climb trees) 

 Show examples of squirrel foods: what do you notice about them? (They are all tree parts: 
seeds, nuts, pinecones.) See Teacher Background 

 Show example of squirrel shelters, visual of nests made of sticks and leaves, and holes in 
trees. What do you notice about the squirrel shelters? (They are all tree parts.) See Teacher 
Background 

 
Ask the question of the day: Is the schoolyard a good habitat for squirrels? Discuss your predictions. 
 
Go outside to investigate how squirrels use plants in their habitat and consider: What features outside 
make this place a good squirrel habitat? 

 
Optional place-based component: Make two teams! “Grey Squirrels” and “Douglas squirrels”- two types 
of squirrels that can be found in Washington. Use these teams to facilitate smaller groups and stations. 
(See teacher background). 

 
Remind students of expectations and boundaries when going outdoors, stating limits in a positive way. 
 
Transition to outside (5 mins).  . Bring materials! 

 
Part 1: Squirrel Food Scavenger Hunt Activity (25 mins outside by trees) 

 
 
 
 

Getting Oriented (5 mins): Look around and notice where we are. What kind of weather are we having? 
What do you see/smell/hear? Does this look like a good habitat for squirrels? Are there any squirrel 
nests/dreys in the trees? Remember a squirrel makes a nest with sticks and leaves, on the branches or in 
a hole inside the tree. 
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Prompts: “Now we’re going to go on a squirrel food search using walking feet and quiet voices. 
We will use the egg cartons to collect what we find. We need to be sneaky squirrels so we can 
stay safe. Can you think of anything that might be dangerous for a squirrel? (Cars, people, 
construction, other animals). Let’s be sneaky when we’re searching for food. Can anyone remind 
me what squirrels eat/ what we’re looking for? (Seeds, nuts, pinecones).” 

 
Squirrel Food Scavenger Hunt (10 mins): Set boundaries, give duration for search, pass out materials, 
and practice the signal to gather everyone together. “When you hear this sound (squirrel chirping), time 

is up! Bring everything you found back to our group’s special spot (give location).” Scavenger hunt 

time! 

Facilitate group discussion and closing activity (10 mins)(see resources) 

 
After the food search, circle up (sit if ground is dry). “What did you find? Did 
anyone find a seed? Any other plant parts? Have students share their findings 
and observations. 

Nature Graph (5 min): “Let’s make a chart to record what we found.” 
Make a nature graph recording what types of squirrel foods were found 
on the ground. See picture for inspiration (other possible categories: 
nuts, pine cones, seeds). 

 
Inquiry/Discussion questions (5 mins): 
 Any signs of a squirrel? What kind of signs might a squirrel leave 

behind? 
 Let’s look at the pine cone. Does a squirrel eat the whole thing? 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. 

 If a squirrel eats a pinecone in a forest, will there be any evidence left 
behind? (Piles of pine cone scales). 

 What happens to the seed if a squirrel eats it? Does it grow into a 
tree?  

 What does a squirrel do to make sure that no other animal or squirrel eats their food? (Hides it 
or makes a “cache”).  

 
Optional timed challenge: Students bury a squirrel cache in three minutes, and come back to the circle 
once food is hidden. 

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

 What if it is snowing or the ground is frozen? Would you be able to find your food? 
 What happens to the nuts and seeds if a squirrel leaves it behind? (A plant grows!) 

 

Transition between Part 1 and Part 2 Activities: What do you think so far? Does the schoolyard make a 
good habitat for squirrels? 
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Part 2:  Shake a Tree Activity(25 mins) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Getting Oriented (5 min): There’s more on a tree branch than meets the eye. The closer you look, the 
more you can find! Now that we’ve collected squirrel food on the ground, we are going to collect and 
identify squirrel foods in the tree’s branches. How? We’ll spread a white sheet on the ground and gently 
shake a tree to see what falls out. Then, we will compare what was found in each location using a nature 
graph.  

Review expectations for activity. If group is large, break out into two small groups, “Grey squirrels” and 
“Douglas squirrels.” 

Ask students to share predictions about what they expect to find when we shake the trees. 

 
Shake a Tree Activity (10 min):  

1. With everybody holding on to an edge of the sheet, carry it to a tree and spread it flat under 
a shakable branch.   

2. Have students stand around (not on) sheet while adult/teacher shakes the tree for a good 
few seconds. 

3. After shaking is over, allow students to carefully explore what fell while kneeling or laying, 
rather than stepping on, the sheet. 

4. Invite them to use hand lenses to examine small pieces, and bug boxes and egg cartons for 
collecting specimens. Demonstrate proper use of tools. 

5. Sort findings into categories as predicted, or come up with other ways to sort fallen items. 
(Use paper plates or egg cartons to collect items for sorting or sharing). 

 

Facilitate group discussion (see resources) and closing activity (10 min): 
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Nature Graph (5 min): “Let’s make a chart to record what we found.” Make a nature graph recording 
what types of squirrel foods and other things were found on the branches of the tree.  

 
Inquiry/Discussion questions (5 min) 

 What parts of the tree fell off when we shook it? How do these parts help the tree 
survive/grow/make fruit? 

 Are any of these tree parts food for squirrels? Did you find any other kinds of squirrel food? 
 What fell off that wasn’t a part of the tree? 
 What living things fell off the tree branches? What non-living things fell off the tree branches? 

 

Optional: Pick up the sheet again as a group and shake it clean. Choose another tree, lay down the 
sheet, give a branch a gentle shake, and see what falls out of the tree. Compare similarities/differences 
between trees.  

 
Final Conclusion (15 min) outdoors: 

Compare the nature graphs of what was found on the ground during Part 1: Squirrel Food Scavenger 
Hunt vs. in the tree Part 2: Shake a Tree. What are all these things we found? Tree parts! Remember 
when we asked, why do we see squirrels and trees in the same places? Do squirrels use these tree 
parts?  

Sticks and leaves= shelter 

Seeds nuts and pinecones= food  

Review all four components of habitat: food, water, shelter, and space. 

Revisit question of the day: is the schoolyard a good habitat for squirrels? Based on our findings, what 
do you think? 
 
Optional add-on discussion if students buried their cache: Why do squirrels dig holes or bury their 
food? (To save it for later). What happens if a squirrel forgets where it buried the cache of tree seeds? (A 
tree will grow). Squirrels and trees help meet each other’s needs! 

 
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) 

 
Students are presented with the question, “How do squirrels 
use plants in their habitat?” and are prompted to share their 
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Planning and Carrying Out 
Investigations 

 

 

 

 

 

Analyzing & Interpreting Data: Use 
observations (firsthand or from media) 
to describe patterns in the natural 
world in order to answer scientific 
questions. (K-LS1-1) 
 

Scientific Knowledge is Based on 
Empirical Evidence: Scientists look for 
patterns and order when making 
observations about the world. (K-LS1-1) 

 

predictions in a group setting. Students carry out the teacher 
planned investigation during both activities, after which, they 
are able to identify different plant parts that squirrels eat and 
use as shelter. During the conclusion, students deeper their 
investigation by discussing how squirrels help to plant trees. 

Students make observations about what falls from the tree 
and describe patterns in their findings; identifying different 
types of organisms and different parts of a tree. 

 
Students use “real science tools” to more closely observe the 
fallen things and find patterns that might be invisible to our 
regular eyes. 

 

Disciplinary Core Ideas (DCI) 

ESS2.E: Biogeology: Plants and animals 
can change their environment. (K-ESS2-
2) 

 

 

 

 

ESS3.A: Natural Resources: Living 
things need water, air, and resources 
from the land, and they live in places 
that have the things they need. 
Humans use natural resources for 
everything they do. (K-ESS3-1) 
 

 
Students embody squirrels and bury their cache of seeds, 
then participate in a discussion about what would happen if a 
squirrel forgets its cache. 

 

 

 

 

Students make observations of what falls from the tree and 
how these things are interacting with the tree. Are they an 
important structure from the tree itself or an organism living 
on it?  

Discussion with students around: What does this tree need to 
grow? From what fell on the sheet, can we identify different 
structures that allow the tree to collect energy or make 
seeds? 

Students identify different parts of a tree in an orchard and 
explore how tiny bits of life on the limbs relate to the whole 
tree’s survival, or the survival of animals using the tree as a 

http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=61
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=61
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=61
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=61
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=61
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=189
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=186
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=186
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=186
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=189
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=191
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=191
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=191
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=191
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=191
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=13165&page=191
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home/ habitat. 

 

Crosscutting Concepts (CC) 

Patterns 

 

 

 
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.  Another pattern students recognize is that squirrels 
have needs, and all squirrels have the same needs, and those 
are similar to human needs.  

Students observe patterns in what fell from the tree and sort 
their findings into different categories. 

 


