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NOCTURNAL ANIMALS  

FIRST GRADE SCIENCE DOCENT 
 

OBJECTIVE  
 

¶ Students will group animals into categories of Diurnal animals and Nocturnal animals. 

¶ Students will identify the survival features of nocturnal animals:  memory, hearing, vision, 

and smell. 

 

INTRODUC TION  (5 minutes) 
 

¶ Last time we were together, we learned about different animals and different animal habitats.  

Today we are going to be learning about a specific group of animals that have a habitat 

where they are awake at night. 
 

¶ Nocturnal animals are active at night and asleep during the day.  What can you tell me about 

nocturnal animals?  (Allow 4-5 students to answer.) 
 

¶ Nocturnal animals are unique because they are awake at night.  They have special skills that 

help them survive or live at night. 
 

¶ Some of these special skills include a good memory, sight that helps them see with a small 

amount of light, hearing that is so good they can hear insects in the ground, and Nocturnal 

animals can smell or track their prey from very far away. 
 

¶ Nocturnal animals are able to live at night by using the senses of light, hearing, and smell.  

(Point to eyes, ears and nose.) 
 

¶ If you see a Nocturnal animal or any wild animal, leave it alone.  A Nocturnal animal that is 

awake or visible during the day is probably sick or dangerous. 
 

¶ Today we are going to do four different activities that will help you learn more about 

Nocturnal animals.  (Describe each station telling students they will have about 5 minutes at 

each station.) 

 

HANDS-ON ACTIVITIES  (4 GROUPSð20 MINUTES) 

 

NOTE:  The students will be divided into 4 groups; each group will perform the activity at the 

table.  After the activity is performed (approximately 4 minutes) an adult needs to discuss the 

EXPLANATION for the activity with the group. 

 

*ðIndicates the Activity can be performed as an independent group (without an adult).
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*ACTIVITY ONEðDiurnal versus Nocturnal (5 minutes) 

 

¶ At this station, you will be given animal cards and your group needs to work together to 

decide which animals are awake during the day (Diurnal) and which animals are awake 

during the night (Nocturnal).  (Show the students the Diurnal-Nocturnal board and review the 

names of the animals.) 

 

Explanation: 

¶ Nocturnal animals:  cat, elephant, fox, mouse, night owl, rabbit, snake, tiger, weasel, vampire 

bat. 

 

¶ Diurnal animals:  alligator, bear, deer, fish, gorilla, horse, inchworm, jellyfish, kangaroo, 

lizard, octopus, penguin, quail, umbrella bird, yak, zebra. 
 

Materials:   Zoo Phonics Diurnal-Nocturnal Boards; Zoo Phonics Animal Cards. 

 

ACTIVITY TWO ðNocturnal Viewing Box (5 minutes) 

¶ At this activity, you will become a nocturnal animal and use your very special eyesight to see 

what is in the night. 

¶ Most nocturnal animals have a special thing in their eye called a tapetum (PRONOUNCED: 

tu-pee-tum).  The tapetum is like a mirror behind the animalôs eyeball that lets more light in 

so they can see better at night. 

¶ Take turns looking into the box.  Donôt tell anyone what you see.  This is how humans see at 

night. 

¶ Then everyone takes another turn looking into the nocturnal box when the tapetum lid at the 

back of the box is opened and a flashlight is shining through the opening.  Now see what a 

nocturnal animal would be able to see at night. 

¶ Try to remember everything you see without telling anyone in your group.  Remember, 

nocturnal animals have very good memories. 

¶ (After everyone in the group has had a turn looking through the nocturnal box 2 timesðonce 

with the tapetum lid closed and once with the tapetum lid openedðthen the box can be 

opened for the students to see the contents.  Be sure to close the box before the next group 

arrives at the table.) 

Explanation: 

¶ Was it easier to see the objects with the tapetum lid open? 



 

NOCTURNAL ANIMALS   Page 3 of 7 

¶ Using your good memory, what do you remember about what you saw in the box? 

Materials:   nocturnal box; flashlight. 

 

 

ACTIVITY THREE ðDilating Eyes (5 minutes) 
 

¶ At this activity, you will be looking at your eyes.  In the center of every personôs eyes is a 

black dot called the pupil.  The pupil controls how much light the eye brings into the nerves 

that connect to your brain. 
 

¶ Put your hands over your closed eyes and count to ten.  Then look into the mirror at the pupil 

of your eye.  What happens? 
 

¶ Close your eyes for 10 seconds, open them, and then shine the flashlight toward your eye 

(but not directly in your eye).  What happens? 
 

¶ Look at the pictures of the different nocturnal animals.  How are their eyes different from 

yours? 

 

Explanation: 
 

¶ What happened when you looked in the mirror after your eyes were closed? 
 

¶ What happened when you used the flashlight? 

Á Small pupils = less light in 

Á Large pupils = more light in 
 

¶ The change in pupil size in human eyes is very limited and slow compared to nocturnal 

animals. 
 

¶ The owlôs pupil responds to light in half the time of a humanôs eye. 
 

¶ Bats and owls are famous for their ability to fly and obtain food in total darkness.  In reality, 

sound, not light, is their strength.  Bats use ñecholocationò and owls have special facial 

features that gather sound and direct the sound into their large ears.  (Show and explain the 

echolocation bat chart.) 
 

Materials:   5 mirrors; 5 flashlights; pictures of nocturnal animals with large eyes; echolocation 

bat chart. 
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ACTIVITY FOUR ðBig Ears and Good Noses (5 minutes) 
 

¶ Nocturnal animals have very good hearing and sense of smell.  At this activity you will be a 

nocturnal animal with a great sense of hearing and smell.  This is what you will do: 
 

Big Ears: 

1. Take turns being the nocturnal animal with big ears. 

2. Have one person in your group stand on the other side of the table with the tape 

deckðlisten carefully. 

3. Now do the same with the cone ear.  What happens? 
 

Good Nose: 

1. There are two jars.  Smell each jar. 

2. One jar contains something you would smell as a nocturnal animal. 

3. Which jar is the nocturnal animal?  What is the smell? 
 

Materia ls:  4 cones, tape deck, animal sound tape, 2 smell jars, cotton, vanilla extract 
 

Explanation: 
 

Big Ears: 

Could you hear better with the cone on your ear? 
 

The bigger the animalôs ear, the better they can hear.  There are many sounds in nature that we 

cannot hear.  In fact, of all the sounds in the animal world, we may appreciate less than 10%--

that is, we hear about 10 sounds out of every 100 sounds in the animal world.  The bat-eared fox 

can even hear termites and bugs in the ground.  Nocturnal animals rely greatly on hearing and 

most have big ears, like trumpets.  The sound vibrations are collected in the large outer ear, 

which acts like a dish antenna. 
 

Good Noses: 

Which jar do you think was the one the nocturnal animal would smell? 
 

The jar with the strongest smell is how the scent would smell to a nocturnal animal. 
 

Although the sense of smell is very good in nocturnal animals, it is important to remember that 

not one sense is good enough for nocturnal animals to survive.  Like us, nocturnal animals use 

all of their senses for survival:  sight, hearing, smelling, taste, touch, and memory. 
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