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Walk on the Wild Side  
Self-Guided Program               
Grade 4-5  
   

Please share this kit with other teachers that are coming to FWA with your 
group.  
   

Thank you for booking the “Walk on the Wild Side” Self-Guided program at 
FortWhyte Alive.   Enclosed is your self-guided package, designed to use in your 
classroom and help you guide your group at FortWhyte.  This package provides 
vocabulary and background without affecting the novelty of the experience.  
These are only suggested activities.  Feel free to use these activities with your 
class or use your own materials.  
   

Goal:  
 

The goal of this program is to gain an understanding of how the living parts 
(plants and animals) interact with the non living parts (water, air, rock) of 
nature.  
   
Objectives  
 

Students should be able to:  
1. Understand the difference between a physical and behavioral adaptation. 
2. Recognize that plants and animals are adapted to their surroundings and 

describe examples of these adaptations.  
3. Name habitats found in Manitoba, describe their typical conditions, and 

give examples of animals that would typically be found living in these 
habitats.  

 

   
Curriculum Application  
 

GRADE CURRICULUM DESCRIPTION OBJECTIVES (SLO) 

 
4  

 
Cluster 1  

 
Examine different habitats 
and indentify how plants 
and animals have adapted 
to survive within them.  



    4-1-01, 02, 03, 04,     
    07, 09, 10, 11, 14.  

   
5  

   
Cluster 4  

 
Understand that different 
regions demonstrate 
different typical weather 
conditions and climates.  



    5-4-02, 16, 18  
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Vocabulary: 
 

Habitat: Is a spatial area where a particular species lives (plant or animal). It is 
essentially the natural environment of a population of organisms which acquire 
the essential components necessary for survival: food, water, air, shelter and 
space.  
 

Physical adaptation: a body structure or function that helps an organism 
survive (ie. What an animal has that enables it to survive). An organism capable 
of producing its own food (plants), found on the first level (or bottom) of the 
food chain.  
 

Behavioural adaptation: A particular way that an organism acts or reacts to 
its environment that helps it to survive (ie. What an animal does to enable it to 
survive).  
 

Food chain: an arrangement of the organisms of a particular habitat according 
to the order of predation in which each uses the next, usually lower, member as 
a food source.  
 

Producer: An organism capable of producing its own food (plants), found on the 
first level (or bottom) of the food chain.  
 

Consumer: An organism incapable of producing its own food and must eat 
either other plants or animals for survival.  
 

Herbivore: an animals that only eats plants.  
 

Ominovore: an animal that eats plants and animals. 
 

Carnivore: an animal that only eats meat.  
 

Organism: Any individual living thing.  
 

Weather: The atmospheric conditions at a given point in time.  
 

Climate: The general atmospheric conditions observed in a region over a long 
period of time.  
   
Supplies to Bring: 
 

 Bug spray  
 Sunscreen 

 Hat 
 Long pants (we have poison ivy)         
       

FortWhyte’s Rule of Respect:   
 

Before arriving to the centre, please discuss Fortwhyte’s rules and your own rules 
that you expect your group to follow:     
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1. Respect other people - Listen to the teacher or leader, keep your hands 
to yourself, stay with the group, take turns, show respect for the other 
students and schools. 

 
2. Respect nature - Many plants and animals live at FortWhyte.  As a 

visitor in their home, you must show care and concern for their well being.  
Please do not pick flowers or break branches.  Wild animals need their 
space so please do not pet or feed them. 

 
3. Respect the site - Please stay on the trails and walk carefully while on 

the floating boardwalks. No running or yelling inside the buildings.  
 

4. Any other rules YOU want followed such as stay with a partner or 
walk in a line. 

 

Upon Arrival at FortWhyte: 
 

When you arrive at FWA, please present yourself to the front desk.  Our 
receptionist will direct you to your self-guided bag which will be ready for you to 
pick up in the Interpretive Centre in front of the kiosk (computer in the shape of 
a big leaf) located directly in front of the IC entrance.  Your school’s name will be 
written on an information sheet located on or above your bag.  When you are 
finished with your bag, please return it to the kiosk. 
 
Your bag will contain:  
 

 Walk on the Wild Side information booklet 
 Map of Fortwhyte Alive 
 Waterfowl and bird ID sheet 
 Footprint ID sheet 
 Bird beak and feet adaptation sheets 
 Bird feathers 
 Adaptation riddle cards 
 Scavenger hunts 
 Dry erase markers 
 Dipnets and buckets 
 Invertebrate ID sheets 
 Invertebrate adaptation sheets 

 

Interpretive Center Usage 
 

Please take note of the details on your information sheet, which indicates your 
building tour time and your lunch space/time.  These times should be followed in 
order to avoid scheduling conflicts with other groups at FortWhyte.    
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Self-Guided Booklet Overview: 
 

1. Review FortWhyte’s rule of respect. 
 
2. Over the course of your whole visit, watch for critter footprints!  ID them 

using your footprint chart.  
   

3. Explain that a habitat is a place where a plant or animal lives.  It is not 
only their home, but the surrounding area.  A habitat provides 5 essential 
things that all living things need in order to survive: food, water, shelter, 
air and space.    

   
4.  An adaptation  is a change that helps an organism survive in its habitat.  

There are two kinds of adaptations, physical/structural and behavioural.  A 
physical adaptation is a feature that an organism has in order to help it 
survive in its habitat.  A behavioural adaptation is something than an 
organism does in order to help it survive in its habitat. 

 
5. Visit the aquarium and discuss physical and behavioural adaptations of 

fish.  Physical adaptations include the swim bladder and camouflage.  
Behavioural adaptations include hunting, schooling and migration.   

 
6. Visit the Prairie Partners Exhibit.  Discuss physical and behavioural 

adaptations of the burrowing owl and the black-tailed prairie dog.  Explain 
to your students how the prairie has changed over time and that many 
plants and animals have not been able to adapt to these changes, 
including the prairie dog and burrowing owl. 

 
7. Visit the animal touch museum.  Divide participants into groups of two, 

ask them to pick an animal, and discuss some of its adaptations.  
Questions could include “where does this animal live?”, “what does this 
animal eat?”, “what kinds of adaptations does it have to help it survive in 
its habitat”. 

 
8. Visit the greenhouse and discuss the difference between weather and 

climate.  Use the mural to discuss the greenhouse effect as well as global 
climate change.  Discuss whether or not plants and animals will be able to 
adapt the changing climate. 

 
9. On your hike, visit our wetland, grassland and forest habitats.   At each 

habitat, read the related riddle cards to your students. 
 

10. Visit the bird feeding station and use the bird ID sheets as well as the 
beak and feet adaptation sheets.  Discuss some of the physical 
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adaptations of birds including the differences in beaks, feet and feathers.  
Discuss some of the behavioural adaptations of birds including migration 
and bird song. 

 
11. Dipnet in the wetland and identify your catch using the invertebrate ID 

sheets.  Using the aquatic invertebrate adaptation sheets, discuss how 
these insects are adapted to their wetland habitat.  

   
How to Dipnet: 

 

1. Take your group to a dipnetting location on your map. 
2. Have them find a partner. 
3. Distribute containers and nets, fill containers with water.  
4. Dip the net in the water swishing it back and forth a few times in a 
figure 8. 
5. Pull the net out of the water and immediately turn it upside-down over 
the container to release bugs. 
6. Allow students to repeat this till activity is complete. 
7. When activity is completed, rinse containers and nets before returning 
to the bag.  

 
12. Play the game Fox Hunts Squirrel.  Participants will play either trees, 

squirrels, or foxes and must fight to stay alive while facing threats from 
natural predators as well as humans.  Following the game, discuss 
predator and prey relationships, the inability of many plants and animals 
to adapt to human altered habitats, as well as the effects of deforestation 
on our climate. 

 
13. Play the game Oh Deer.  In this game, a herd of deer must find food, 

water, and shelter in order to stay alive.  Following the game, discuss how 
deer populations change as a result of available needs. 

 

 

Background Information 
  
  

ANIMAL ADAPTATIONS 

ANIMAL PHYSICAL BEHAVIORAL 

Deer  Thicker fur to keep warm in 
winter 

 Skinny legs make traveling 
through snow easier 

 White-tail for communication 

 Walk in single file to conserve 
energy 

 Rest in sheltered areas 
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Fish  Streamlined 
 Camouflaged 
 Dorsal Spines 

 Slow down to save energy 
 School = protection from 

predators 

Bison  Thick fur to keep warm 
 Broad noses for digging 

through snow 

 Use nose to dig through snow 
for grass 

Bees  Black and yellow striping 
indicate to predators to stay 
away 

 Stinger for defense 

 Store food in the hive for 
winter 

 Cluster: clump and buzz to 
keep the queen warm 

Meadow Vole  Fur to keep them warm 
 Camouflage in the brown 

grasses 
 Large ears to hear ultrasonic 

calls 

 Build tunnels under the pukak 
(lower, warmer) layer of snow 
which acts as insulation and 
protection from predators 

 Emits ultrasonic calls to 
communicate 

Muskrats and 
Beavers 

 Thick 2-layered fur to keep 
warm and dry 

 Oil secretion waterproofs fur 
 Webbed feet 
 Beaver tail = communication 

 Muskrats chew holes in ice and 
plug them with weeds to make 
domes called push ups where 
they stop to breathe 

 Beavers build dams to make 
their own habitat 

Mink  Thick and oily fur to keep 
them warm and dry 

 Partially webbed feet for 
swimming in their marshy 
habitat 

 Sharp teeth to catch their 
prey 

 Retreat to dens in rock piles, 
tree roots, & logs;  

 Hunt for food underwater as 
well as on land 

 Use their strong smelling gland 
excretions to mark their 
territories 

Snowshoe 
Hare 

 Large ears give them a keen 
sense of hearing  

 Large, flat, fur-covered feet 
for traveling on snow  

 In winter has white hair for 
camouflage 

 Communicate danger to others 
by drumming with their hind 
feet 

 Stays motionless when scared 
to avoid being seen by 
predators 

Cottontail 
Rabbit 

 Cottontails remain brown, 
reflecting their more southern 
distribution where they would 
blend in with tree stumps 

 Eat feces as an alternative 
energy source 

 Den up for very cold weather 
in logs, under tree roots, etc. 

Turtle  Camouflaged 
 Webbed feet 
 Shell for protection 

 Bask in the sun to absorb 
heat 

 Hibernate in winter 
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Frog  Camouflaged 
 Webbed Feet 
 Breathe through skin 

 Hibernate in winter 
 When they are scared, they go 

to water 
 Males call to attract a female 

Lynx  fur-covered foot pads, and 
claws facilitate movement 
over snow and slippery 
surfaces 

 Short tail that will not drag in 
the snow 

 To ensure good footing back 
paws are placed exactly on the 
front paw prints 

 

 

Prairie Partners Exhibit: 

Over the last 150 years, the grassland habitat in North America has been altered 
dramatically and many plants and animals have not been able to adapt to the 
changing conditions, including the burrowing owl and the black-tailed prairie dog.    
 

The burrowing owl has several unique physical and behavioral adaptations.  
Brown plumage with white spotting allows the bird to hide within its prairie 
habitat.  Long legs allow the owl to run after prey and see over prairie grasses, 
as there are few natural perches in its habitat.  Its beak is adapted to eating 
rodents and insects and its talons are adapted to catching its prey in the air. 
 

Despite its name, the burrowing owl will very rarely dig its own burrow.  Instead, 
it inhabits burrows that have been abandoned by other ground dwelling animals 
such as prairie dogs, ground squirrels and badgers.  It collects and places 
animals dung at the entrance of its burrow in order to attract insects.  If 
threatened, juvenile burrowing owl will mimic the hiss of a rattlesnake in order to 
ward off predators.  During the summer months, the burrowing owl will hunt as 
much during the day as it does at night. 
 

While there used to be a healthy population of burrowing owls on the Canadian 
prairies, they are now an endangered species.  Several factors are responsible 
for their decline in numbers including loss of habitat due to agricultural and 
urban expansion, reduction in prey species from pesticides and the reduced 
availability of burrows due to the extermination of pest species such as badgers 
and ground squirrels. 
 
The black-tailed prairie dog is a type of ground squirrel native to the 
grasslands of North America.  They have several physical adaptations which help 
them to survive in their habitat.  Prairie dogs have dichromatic colour vision, 
meaning that they see in black, white and red, which allows them to detect 
predators from afar.  Their pale brown colour enables them to camouflage in 



                                                                                                            

8 
 

their prairie habitat.  They have long claws for digging and their eyes and nose 
are high on their head, allowing them to detect predators while exposing as little 
of their body as possible from their burrow. 
 
Prairie dogs are herbivorous, highly social animals living in colonies called 
“towns”.  Members of the same family group, or coterie, will often greet each 
other with a “kiss”, which helps them to recognize one another.  They live in 
extensive burrow systems which they line with vegetation in order to keep them 
warn during the cold winter months.  Prairie dogs do not hibernate.  They fatten 
up in the summer and fall and store food in their burrows to eat during the 
winter.  Prairie dogs will issue a bark or a high pitched call when warning other 
colony members of potential danger.  Grass is kept trim and earth is mounded 
near burrow entrances in order to be used as observation points to detect 
predators. 
 
Black-tailed prairie dogs are uncommon on the prairies today.  The only place in 
Canada where they continue to exist in the wild is in Grasslands National Park, 
located in southern Saskatchewan. They are found in only 2% of their former 
range from Mexico to Canada.  The loss of the dogs is due to a combination of 
prairie habitat loss, and shooting or poisoning by ranchers who considered them 
a pest.  
 
Habitat Descriptions   
The following is a list of the habitats found on FortWhyte’s property.  Use this 
information to prepare yourself and your class for your visit.   Use the map 
provided in the visitor guide to find the habitats you would like to focus upon 
during your visit. 
   
GRASSLAND: is a habitat with grass cover, lacking trees.  Seasonal rainfall is 
unsuitable for forests, but allows for luxuriant growth of grasses.  Manitoba has 
three types of grasslands.  Short Grass Prairies have grasses shorter than knee 
height.  Rare Tall Grass Prairies have grasses five feet and up, and Mixed Grass 
Prairies have grasses of varying heights.  Soil conditions are ideal for grasses and 
small shrubs.  These plants provide food and shelter for ground squirrels, 
rabbits, foxes, and bison.  Bison graze on grasses which prevents species from 
invading.  Ground squirrels and prairie dogs tunnel beneath the earth, aerating 
the soil.  Insects play a vital role in the grassland by pollinating wildflowers.  
 

Grassland soils have three basic layers: 
1. The Bedrock– the deepest level of soil; consists mainly of small rocks 

which provide drainage and are broken down over time to form soil 
2. The Mineral Layer – the middle layer resembles soil in home gardens 
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3. The Organic Layer – the top layer is composed of broken down dead grass 
and leaves. 

 

Animals that live here: 
Bison, red foxes, ground squirrels, prairie dogs, cottontail rabbits, insects, white-
tailed deer, jack rabbits, wood frogs, American goldfinches, cowbirds, swallows, 
red-tailed hawks, northern harriers. 
 
 
 
Plants that live here:  
Blue-eyed grass, northern bluestem grass, saw grass, sheep’s fescue, meadow 
brome, wheatgrass, prairie crocus, wild licorice, yellow & purple coneflowers, 
dotted blazing star, prairie lily, willow tree, Canada anemone, goldenrods, wild 
rose, silverweed.  
  
 

The grassland area at FortWhyte includes the bison enclosure and adjacent 
areas. Look for wildflowers including blue-eyed grass,  Canada anemone, 
goldenrods, silverweed and wild rose.  Watch for birds and butterflies around this 
area.  The bird houses along the bison enclosure are home to swallows and 
sparrows.  Keep an eye out for soaring raptors such as red-tailed hawks, 
ospreys, northern harriers and peregrine falcons.   
From the bison viewing mound, you can see an 80-acre grassland, equipped with 
a watering hole, bison mounds and rubbing stones.  Bison will stand atop the 
mounds for wind-removal of pesky insects.  Bison rubbing stones are used in 
spring when the animals shed their winter coats.  The grassland is not a native 
prairie – it has been planted to feed the bison in the summer.  In winter, when 
the grass is less accessible, the bison’s diet is supplemented with alfalfa pellets. 
There are approximately 25 bison in the enclosure ranging in age from calves, 
born at FortWhyte in spring, to an 11 year old bull.  
   
ASPEN PARKLAND:  Is a habitat with Trembling Aspen, Burr Oak, Balsam 
Poplar and Birch trees as well as grasses and shrubs.  This area is a transition 
zone between grasslands and the boreal forest.  Parklands are areas where trees 
have encroached upon grassland and over time will generally develop into 
forests.  
 

Animals that live here:  
Jack rabbit, white-tail deer, cottontail rabbit, red fox, groundhog (woodchuck), 
wood frog, grey’s tree frog, boreal chorus frog, red squirrel, grey squirrel, 
chipmunk, shrew, vole, songbirds, wood ducks, mergansers, woodpeckers, owls, 
bats, snakes.  



                                                                                                            

10 
 

   
Plants that live here:  
Trembling aspen, burr oak, cottonwood, paper birch, balsam poplar, 
chokecherry tree, Saskatoon bush, red-osier dogwood, high-bush cranberry, 
golden rod, wild licorice, arrow-leafed coltsfoot, poison ivy, Canada anemone, 
prairie lily, clover, western dock, fox tail, yellow lady’s slipper, false sunflower. 

   
 

Most of the property is Aspen Parkland.  There are many species of grasses, 
shrubs and wildflowers growing in this area.  An abundance of wildlife lives in 
this small area, including squirrels, birds, voles and deer.  The bird feeding 
station is an excellent place to observe the variety of animals that thrive in an 
aspen parkland forest.  
   
Dead and dying trees support a great diversity of life.  Woodpeckers, wood 
ducks, mergansers, chickadees and owls nest in holes in standing snags.  Red 
squirrels prefer a cozy tree cavity to bear their litters.  Some species of bats take 
shelter and hibernate in tree cavities.  Dead wood and leaves also support 
decomposers. These are animals, plants, bacteria, and fungi that eat dead 
material. They recycle forest resources into soil.  Without these decomposers, 
the forest would quickly fill up with fallen trees and leaves.  
   
AQUATIC/LAKE SHORE:  is a habitat surrounding a body of fresh water over 2 
meters deep.  Lakes are home to crayfish, snails, aquatic insects and insect 
larvae, as well as several fish species.  These aquatic animals provide food for 
birds of prey and shorebirds such as sandpipers, gulls, and herons.  
   
Animals that live here:  
Eagles, northern harriers, osprey, gulls, grebes, great blue herons, pelicans, 
cormorants, red-winged blackbirds, canada geese and many different species of 
duck, aquatic invertebrates, crayfish, beavers, muskrats, otters, raccoons, 
western painted turtles, salamanders, frogs, , northern pike, walleye, channel 
catfish, yellow perch. 
   
 

The lakes at FWA are an ideal habitat for aquatic life.  Perch, walleye, northern 
pike (jack fish), channel catfish and carp live in the four lakes.  There are also 
minnows in the marsh, swamp and ponds.  The two aquariums at FortWhyte 
contain a sampling of Manitoba's 84 species of freshwater fish.  The actual 
species may vary.  
   
Fish are the largest group of vertebrates.  Some use a swim bladder to control 
their buoyancy.  Fish scales grow by adding rings around the outside.  These 
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rings can be used to determine the age of the fish.  A fish has smooth scales and 
a covering of mucus over the entire body helping it move through water.  The 
mucus layer also protects the fish from parasites.  Steering and balance are 
controlled by fins; the size and shape of which help to identify species.  In 
winter, fish remain active.  However, being cold-blooded, the colder temperature 
of their surroundings slows down their activity.  Their feeding may decrease 
substantially.  
   
Fish Characteristics:  

1. Fish are cold-blooded vertebrates.  
2. They are purely aquatic, using gills to breathe.  
3. Most fish have scales; a few have lost their scales entirely.  
4. Fish have fins rather than limbs.  
5. Fish lay eggs.  

   
WETLAND: a wetland is a shallow depression in the land covered with slow-
moving or stagnant water (no deeper than two metres) for all or part of the 
year.  The water has an abundance of aquatic plants such as cattails, willows 
and duckweed in addition to aquatic insects.  Wetlands include swamps, 
marshes, bogs, ponds, ditches, and puddles.   Water in wetlands is slowed down 
by aquatic plants.  Sediment settles and eventually the water leaves the wetland 
cleaner than it when entered.  Wetlands provide habitat for nesting waterfowl 
and songbirds as well as amphibians and reptiles.   
   
Animals that live here:  
Aquatic insects, leeches, snails, beavers, moose, coots, muskrats, tadpoles, 
frogs, waterfowl including ducks and geese, otters, western painted turtles, 
red-winged black birds, yellow-headed black birds.  

   
Plants that live here:  
Bladderwort, hornwort, willow, cattail, marsh marigold, duck weed, sedges, 
rushes, silverweed.  
   
 

All wetlands at FortWhyte Alive were designed and constructed by FortWhyte, on 
a reclaimed industrial site.  The wetlands are connected to one another and the 
water flows from them into the lakes.  Examples of wetlands found on the 
property include swamps, marshes, ponds and puddles.  Marshes and swamps 
are very productive habitats, and are second only to rainforests in terms of 
biodiversity.  Wetland biodiversity is so rich, in part, because of the vast number 
of waterfowl species the habitat supports.   
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Ducks can be divided into two groups:  Divers - Canvasbacks, Redheads, 
Scaups, Goldeneyes and Buffleheads are included in this group. Their legs are 
further back on the body to facilitate diving.  They feed on plants and 
invertebrates deeper in the water, further from the shore. To take off, they must 
patter across the water to gain momentum and lift.  Dabblers - Mallards, Wood 
Ducks, Gadwalls, Widgeons, Teals and Pintails belong to this group.  Their legs 
are in the centre of their body.  To feed, they tip upside down, with their behinds 
sticking up.  They forage close to shore in shallow water.  Unlike divers, they can 
take off simply by jumping upwards.  
   
Wetland soil contains very little oxygen.  Millions of different bacteria live in 
wetlands, feeding on the waste left by animals and plants, as well as each other. 
These organisms cannot always find enough oxygen to breathe, so some breathe 
sulfates.  The waste sulfides they "exhale" can produce a rotten egg smell.  
   
   
 
 


