National Mississippi River Museum and Aquarium

Conservation Education Curriculum

Target Grades:
Pre-K and Kindergarten
Key Words:
Nocturnal, diurnal, crepuscular,


niche
Subject Areas:
science, biology
Duration:
30 minutes – 1 hour
Title: Mississippi River Nightlife
Summary:

After you go to bed at night, the river comes alive with animals that are just waking up. These animals are called nocturnal because they sleep during the day and are active at night. Come prepared to use your “night vision” to learn about these fascinating animals. Learn what makes these animals well suited for the dangerous night life.

Objectives:

Students will be able to:

1. define Nocturnal

2. determine the features nocturnal animals need to survive

3. define Niche
Group Size: 


Up to 30 students
Background for Educators:

Definitions:

Nocturnal: one that sleeps during the day and is active at night; usually having

highly developed senses of hearing and smell and specially adapted eyesight.

Diurnal: one that sleep at night and is active during the day

Crepuscular: one that is active in the twilight hours and sleep during the height of

day and the deep of night

How do I know an animal is nocturnal if I don’t see it out at night? That is what we are here to attempt to answer. 

The first thing you can look at is the size of the eyes (or the ocular orbits in the skull). Nocturnal animals typically have very large eyes with a larger pupil, larger lens and more retinal surface than diurnal animals. What does this all mean? This means it can collect more ambient light. These animals also sometimes have a more circular lens and a wider cornea to compensate for the reduced eye movement of their tubular eyes. This helps them get light from a wider area. The vision of these animals is not, however, very clear. They often have fuzzy vision.

Another thing you can look at is the nose of the animal. Most nocturnal animals have a highly sensitive nose. For example, a coyote’s sense of smell is 100 times greater than our own. This is a hunting tool for them. If the animal has a longer nose, that often means more scent receptacles and better smell.

Nocturnal animals also have a heightened sense of hearing to help them in hunting or keep them from being hunted.

Why do these animals choose to fill the nocturnal niche instead of the diurnal niche like us? Some come out at night because they are small and feel safer being active at night. Some are nocturnal because the animals they like to eat are nocturnal so they have to be active at the same time to eat and survive.

Common nocturnal animals of this area include:

1. Beaver

- camouflage 

2. Coyote

- best nocturnal abilities are smell, hearing and sight

3. Opossum

- climbing, playing dead, can produce bad odor like dead animal

4. Raccoon

· best nocturnal abilities are hearing, sight and touch

· worst nocturnal abilities are taste and smell

5. Skunk

- best nocturnal ability is camouflage

6. Owl

- best nocturnal abilities are hearing and sight

7. Insects

- best nocturnal ability is camouflage

8. Frogs

- best nocturnal abilities are sight, camouflage and

9. Weasel

- small, camouflage

10. Badger


- sharp teeth, digging, smell

11. Red Fox


- best nocturnal abilities are smell, hearing and sight
Materials Needed:

1. identiflyer with owl and frog cards

2. skunk, bat, opossum, owl, and mosquito puppets

3. furs: badger, beaver, coyote, deer, red fox, opossum, raccoon, skunk, weasel

4. Owl wing

5. Big toad, plastic snake, plastic salamander

6. something to smell (orange peel)

7. book: Stellaluna or other nocturnal animal book
Procedure:


Introduce the program and the term nocturnal. Have students determine why animals might be nocturnal instead of diurnal like us (to stay safe or to eat the smaller nocturnal animals).


Use the furs to show the camouflage coloration of the nocturnal animals. Use the owl wing to show how the silent wing keeps it from being detected by their prey. Discuss how these adaptations keep them from either being captured or help them in hunting in the dark of night. 


Use the skulls of the animals to discuss what helps these animals survive in the dark. The big eye sockets of nocturnal animals means they have big eyes and better nocturnal eyesight. The elongated nose of the coyote or fox means it has a better sense of smell. Also discuss how hearing is important for many nocturnal animals. 


For sense of smell, bring a fresh orange peel. Have the students smell the orange peel with a dry nose. Then have them wet down the end of their nose and smell again. Discuss that dogs have wet noses and this wetness aids them have better smelling. See if they can tell the difference in smell intensity.


For sight, use the night vision goggles. Explain that the animals can get a lot more light from the night sky, but that also means they don’t see as clearly (it is blurry). The goggle will demonstrate this well. 


For hearing, use the identiflyer so they can hear the sounds of the night. 


Read a book about nocturnal animals and wrap up the program.
Evaluation:


Students will be evaluated on the discussion during the program.
Additional resources:

Extensions:

Credits:
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