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    UPPER GRADES CHALLENGE:  Sizing-Up Tracks

Background: Knowing an animal’s track pattern and print is the first step in learning to recognize its tracks in the field. But, learning to distinguish among tracks of closely-related animals that share a similar habitat, is more challenging. On a late fall day, mice, chipmunks, red squirrels and gray squirrels could be hopping about in the woods, making similar track patterns in the snow, but the trail widths, on the average, will differ. Here students are challenged to use measurements of trail width to figure out which of three animals could have made the tracks on their activity page.

Objective:  to practice using measurements to distinguish among the tracks of three rodents with similar track patterns and habitats.

Give each team of students a Track Sheet that shows the life-sized prints of either a  chipmunk, a red squirrel or a gray squirrel. The prints are grouped in sets of four – two front and two hind prints – as they would appear outside. Ask students to measure and record the trail width for each set of prints. All measurements should be taken in centimeters. Students should measure ten sets of prints and then find the average. Now students can compare their measurements for average trail width with those given in the table on the Track Sheet  and below.  Which animal could have made these tracks?

Average Trail Width* 

Chipmunk


5 - 8cm

Red Squirrel


7.5 – 11cm

Gray Squirrel


8.25 - 14cm

*(adapted from Rezendes, Paul. Tracking and the Art of Seeing. New York, NY: Harper Collins,1999.)

Materials: For each team of students: Sizing Up Tracks Sheet, metric ruler, pencil, optional: calculator. 

Answer: chipmunk when scaled to 11 x 17” paper; white-footed mouse on 8 ½ x 11” paper.
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