
Lesson 1 Dragons of the Insect World 

  

Overview/Objectives: 

Have you ever seen a “dragon” fly? What is a dragonfly and where have you seen them? The 

dragons around wetlands don’t breathe out fire but they have many other fascinating traits, 

including great flying ability. These three lessons focus on the fascinating physical and behavioral 

adaptations of dragonflies. Students start with general observations of the adults in lesson one, 

become familiar with larva (nymph) and adult anatomy in lesson two, and then study a single 

species – the Whitetail Dragonfly – in lesson three. This common wetland visitor is used as a 

model to help students develop inquiry skills needed for investigating other organisms. 

 Students discuss ways they think scientists learn about animals 

 Students share their knowledge about insects and specifically dragonflies 

 Students prepare their dragonfly notebooks 

 Students describe dragonfly behavior and habitat  

 Students use observations to construct questions and write about dragonflies 

 

Background for the Teacher: 

Small wetlands, often referred to as seasonal pools, harbor a wealth of unique life forms. Animal 

activity in and around a wetland depends on time of year, water levels (hydroperiod), weather 

conditions, associated plant species, and other landscape features. Newly hatched dragonflies, for 

example, spend a few weeks feeding along wooded edges and in open fields before returning to 

streams, seeps, or ponds for mating and egg-laying. Thus, in order to understand dragonfly 

activity patterns, it is important to visit different habitats in different weather conditions. Adult 

dragonflies are best observed on sunny, warm days >65
0 
F (18

0
 C), since they hide in vegetation 

on cool, cloudy days. The adults are absent in our area during the winter, but larva can still be 

found even in the coldest months, thus dragonfly investigations can be conducted year round. 

This lesson is designed to assess student familiarity with insects and specifically 

dragonflies. Dragonflies are predators that belong to a group of insects known as the odonates 

(Odonata Order), which also includes damselflies. Like other insects, they have three main body 

sections: head, thorax, and abdomen. They have two tiny antennae on the head and six legs and 

four wings attached to the thorax. The abdomen makes up most of the body length and has 10 

segments. The hind wings of dragonflies are broader at the base than their forewings whereas the 

more slender damselflies have forewings and hind wings which are similar in size. Dragonflies 

usually spread their wings out to the sides when perched while damselflies hold their wings over 

their back or only partially spread when perched.  

Most insects undergo complete metamorphosis (meta = change, morphe = form) which 

involves an amazing transformation from a worm-like larva to pupa and pupa to adult. Other 

insects, including Dragonflies, demonstrate a more gradual life cycle represented by less radical 

changes of a nymph (larva) form. Nymphs, like caterpillars, shed their skins (molt) in order to 

grow, but unlike caterpillars, nymphs look more like the adult with each molt. Even though 

dragonfly development is termed gradual or simple, the transformation from nymph to adult is 

nothing less than spectacular. The terms simple or gradual seem inadequate for describing the 

shift from an underwater nymph with a plump abdomen and tiny wing buds to an incredible 

flying machine that can zip around at speeds approaching 35 miles per hour. 

These lessons focus on techniques used to conduct field studies rather than identification 

of some of the 435 or so dragonfly species found in North America. Describing physical features, 

associated habitats, and behaviors of an organism are important developmental steps for young 

scientists. Learning names will follow from a natural desire to know more about study subjects. 

The first lesson allows students to gain experience taking field notes. A field data sheet is 

provided, but students should be encouraged to pose questions and modify the data sheet to their 

liking. Remind students that practice and patience are keys to becoming a good field biologist. 



Materials: 

 Newsprint and markers 

 Pencils 

 Dragonfly stickers or photographs 

 Notebooks (composition work well) 

 Flagging (optional) 

 A field data sheet (a guide for helping students develop their own data sheet) 

 Thermometer 

 Timers (used to determine how long dragonflies perch or fly) 

 

Preparation:  
Prepare two sheets of newsprint with the following titles:  

“What are some ways scientists study animals” and  

“What do you know about insects” 

It will be important to spend a little time scouting the schoolyard wetland and surrounding areas 

for evidence of dragonfly activity. They are often seen in swarms over roadways, parking lots, 

and open fields. You might invite students looking for a change of pace from their normal recess 

activities to form a scouting party. Laying out a dragonfly route with “stop and observe stations” 

prior to the lesson will result in better use of time. Students can make a trail map of landmarks to 

be used for observation points. You can start or end at the wetland. Be sure to pick a warm, sunny 

day for field observations. 

 

Procedure: 

1. Gathering background information on student ideas normally reveals expected and 

unexpected misconceptions. It is also surprising how knowledgeable some students are 

about certain topics. Place the first title, “What are some ways scientists study animals,” 

on the board. It’s not critical to keep a record of all responses. However, it is important to 

accept ideas without judgment, recording incorrect as well as correct information. Their 

responses can be enhanced over time by allowing students to add sticky notes to their 

initial ideas. 

2. Inform students they will be conducting research on organisms in and around their 

schoolyard and that you are interested in their ideas on how they might study different 

animals. A few leading questions might be: 

 What are some animals you might find around the wetland or in the schoolyard? 

 Are some animals easier to study than others? Examples? 

 Do scientists always need to catch or trap animals in order to study them? 

 What can you find out about an animal without capturing it? 

 Are insects animals? How are insects alike and different from other animals? 

 What are some ways you could study insects? 

3. Display the chart titled “What do you know about insects,” and record student ideas. 

Some leading questions might be: 

 Where would you look for insects? 

 What are some ways insects move? 

 What are some ways other animals move? 

 What are some body parts insects have? Do they always have the same number 

of body parts? 

 Do other animals have the same body parts as insects? Examples? 

 Have you ever seen a dragonfly? Where? Are dragonflies insects? 

Follow this discussion by recording some student questions about insects and 

specifically dragonflies.  

4. Preparing the student notebook: Composition notebooks work well for field notes. Skip a 

couple of pages in front for recording a table of contents. Students can decorate their 

notebooks with dragonfly stickers, photographs, or use their own drawings.  

 



5. Explain to students they will be taking schoolyard field trips in order to study dragonflies. 

The observation data sheet with this lesson can be copied and taped to the inside of their 

notebook. You may want students to produce their own data sheet after they have some 

field experience. Go outside and introduce students to the dragonfly observation route. 

 Go over the Dragonfly Observation Data Sheet and fill in standard data  

 Do all students know what an adult dragonfly looks like?  

 Are there different kinds of dragonflies? 

 Have students describe things they observe about dragonflies, including what 

they look like and how they behave. 

 Why are some dragonflies at wetlands while others are in fields or along roads? 

 Have students describe dragonfly habitats. 

Final Activities: 

1. Allow students to share their observations and questions on chart paper. Students can use         

sticky notes to add information to the chart as they make new discoveries. 

2. Try different writing prompts and encourage students to include diagrams. 

Examples:  

 Describe a day in the life of a dragonfly. Be sure to include abiotic (e.g., air 

temp, high winds, or a rainstorm) and biotic (e.g., kids trying to catch me with a 

net! or other dragonflies chasing me) factors in the story. 

 “The Day I Had a Head-on Collision with Duke” or “The Day Butch Tried to 

Take Over My Territory.” 

3. Explain to students that in the next lesson they will be studying the life cycle and 

anatomy (different parts) of a dragonfly. 

4. Some time should be spent discussing the three big things that animals must do in order 

for the species to survive. These themes can be used for all animal studies. 

 Find food 

 Keep from becoming food 

 Reproduce 

Extension: A useful homework assignment is to have students collect dead dragonflies. They 

should carefully place them in zip-lock bags and store them in the refrigerator. These specimens 

can be used for future lessons. Label each bag with student name, date, and where found. 

 



Dragonfly Field Data Sheet 
 

Name:    Location:   Weather:   

 

Date:        Wind: 

 

Time:     Temperature:   Cloud Cover:   

       

 

Things to look for: 

I. If perching: 

A. Draw or circle different perch positions that you observe. 

 

 
 

B. Does the dragonfly sit still or does it move part of its body?  

 

C. Is it in the sun or shade? 

 

D. How long does it perch? 

 

E. What are some possible reasons that dragonflies perch? 

 

 

II.  If flying: 

A. Describe the flight path (examples, straight line, zigzag, or circular path). 

 

B. About how high off the ground does it fly? 

 

C. Does it land on an object? How long does it fly before landing? 

 

D. Describe the area (habitat) where it is active. 

 

 

III. Other Information: example – Do dragonflies respond more to sound or movement? 



Lesson 2 How Dragonflies Grow-Up (Life Cycle) and Their Parts (Anatomy) 

 

Overview/Objectives: 

What is the life cycle of a human? How is the life cycle of a human similar to and different from 

that of a dragonfly? Do dragonflies grow the same body parts as other animals? In this lesson 

students study the life cycle and anatomy of both dragonflies and damselflies. They investigate 

the process of metamorphosis and distinguish between dragonflies and damselflies at nymph and 

adult stages.   

 Students produce a model of metamorphosis by recording evidence of dragonfly life 

cycle stages 

 Students create a growth graph by measuring similar nymphs over time and 

categorize nymphs into early, middle, or late stages of development based on size 

 Students become familiar with the anatomy of dragonflies and damselflies 

Background for the Teacher: 

The term metamorphosis refers to a change in form that insects undergo during their 

development.  Some species undergo a four stage metamorphosis: egg, larva, pupa, and adult, 

while others go through a three stage metamorphosis: egg, larva (nymph), and adult.  Dragonflies 

and damselflies undergo the three stage process, termed simple metamorphosis.  At one time this 

was referred to as “incomplete metamorphosis”, which is no longer the accepted description, as 

all forms of change are considered metamorphic.   

After mating (see Power Point), the female deposits her eggs (12-300 eggs depending on 

the species) in or close to water.  Eggs are commonly laid on glittering objects, such as floating 

leaves or algae-covered rocks.  The eggs hatch within a few weeks and the aquatic nymph starts 

to eat and mature.  Most of a dragonfly and damselfly’s life is spent in the nymph stage (several 

months to five years depending on species and climate conditions).  During this time the nymph 

will molt (shed its skin) 10 to 15 times, allowing it to grow. When the nymph matures, it will 

crawl out of the water onto a stem or other object and undergo the emergence process. Once the 

adult is free from its larval skin (Exuviae), it will need to spend time resting while the wings and 

body harden in readiness for flight. During this resting time the adult is soft, pale, and helpless. 

After completing the hardening process the immature adult flies off to feed for several weeks and 

undergoes sexual maturation. After feeding, the now mature adult returns to water for mating. 

The life span of adult dragonflies ranges from weeks to a few months.  

Some similarities and differences between dragonflies and damselflies are listed below (see PPt 

and Figs 1 & 2 at the end of this lesson): 

 Both nymph types have a head, thorax, and abdomen; six legs, compound eyes, 

antennas, and wing buds.   

 Dragonfly nymphs have a plump abdomen, while damselfly nymphs are longer 

and narrower with three distinctive fanlike structures on the end of the tail.   

 Both nymph types have an amazing lower lip (labium) which neatly folds 

underneath the head. The labium is equipped with hooks and can quickly (1/100 

of a second) be extended in order to capture prey. Note: use the end of a 

toothpick to gently pull the Labium forward in order to observe its structure. 

 The base of the back wings of adult Dragonflies is broader than the front pair 

and the wings are normally held out to the sides when perched. Damselfly wings 

are the same shape and are folded over their back when perched.   

Students first conduct field observations around the wetland in order to help them better 

understand the life cycle of dragonflies/damselflies. In the second part of the lesson students 

capture and measure nymphs. This data will be used to create a nymph growth chart that future 

nymphs can be compared to.  Finally, students will collect dragonfly and damselfly nymphs and 

adults in order to study the basic anatomy of these insects.   

 

 

 

 



Materials: 

 “Dragons of the Insect World” power point 

 Dragonfly notebook 

 Pencils 

 Insect and aquatic nets from wetland kit (kitchen sieves work well for collecting nymphs) 

 Millimeter rulers 

 Chart paper 

 Hand magnifiers 

 4x two way insect viewers and plastic terrariums from wetland kit 

 Funnel traps (see instructions in wetland kit on how to make these)  

Procedure: 

1. You may prefer to start this lesson with information provided in the “Dragons of the 

Insect World” power point, or alternatively, first collect some nymphs and adults and 

allow students to have observation time before showing the power point. Note: 

netting adult dragonflies is challenging and thus we suggest that you and your 

students collect road killed individuals and store them in zip lock bags - placing bags 

in the refrigerator will help keep them fresh, but unfortunately their colors fade over 

time. There is a copy of A Dazzle of Dragonflies by F. Mitchell and J. Lasswell 

included in the wetland kit. You and your students will be amazed at the beautiful 

scans found in this book and on their website >www.dragonflies.org<! 

2. Inform students that they will be observing dragonflies in the nymph and adult stages 

of their life cycle. Note: eggs may be found if you are lucky enough to observe a 

female in the act of laying them.  

3. Ask students what kind of pre-observation data (date, time, temp, weather, etc) they 

should record in their notebooks. 

4. Go to the wetland and start observations: 

A.) Start with Adult Observations: 

 Before disturbing the water, have students sit around the wetland and make 

notes on adult dragonfly and damselfly activity. 

 Students can make diagrams of the wetland and place symbols (X, O, *, +, 

etc) on their map where they observe individual dragonfly activity. Have 

students to describe and sketch at least one adult dragonfly – this is not easy 

(why?).  

 Remind students to describe dragonfly flight patterns, perch objects and 

perch positions (see lesson 1)  

 Students should also spend time walking around the wetland edges searching 

for larval skins (Exuviae) on plants or other objects. There is always the 

possibility that an emerging adult will be found! 



 Use fig. 1 to identify the basic structures of the adult dragonfly. This will 

probably need to be done using the stored zip-lock specimens. You can do 

the adult anatomy lesson before or after field observations.  

B.) Collecting Nymphs: Stress the importance of care and handling of these creatures and 

ensure their release once the information has been gathered. 

 An efficient technique for collecting nymphs and numerous other aquatic 

organisms is to place funnel traps in the water along the wetland edges the day 

before students conduct a field study. There are two important variables* to keep 

in mind when using funnel traps. There is a handout on constructing funnel traps 

from two liter plastic drink bottles in your wetland kit.  

* The funnel part of the trap must be below water, but at least part of 

the trap needs to be above water. There are certain organisms (e.g., 

adult salamanders and frogs) that may enter the trap which need air in 

order to survive. You must prevent the trap from rolling into deeper 

water by anchoring it with dowels or another method to keep the trap 

in place. 

* Funnel traps must be checked every day! The traps should be 

removed from the water if they will not be checked the next day. 

 Dragonfly nymphs can also be collected along the wetland edge using 

aquatic nets or kitchen sieves. Encourage students to gently dip their nets into 

the water at different levels, including the wetland bottom. Carefully go 

through the netted muck and pick out the dragonfly nymphs. Keep the 

nymphs in clear water in a plastic terrarium for observation and 

measurement. The nymphs can be placed in insect viewers to identify basic 

structures (refer to fig. 2). 

 Have students sketch a nymph’s body parts in their notebooks.  

 Have students measure (in millimeters) nymphs of the same species (nymphs 

of the Whitetail Dragonfly should be common in most schoolyard wetlands – 

see lesson 3). Measurements should be taken over a period of several weeks 

which will provide students with a data set showing size increase over time.  

Note: Identifying dragonflies based on nymph characteristics is challenging. 

The best approach is to measure common nymphs that appear to be most 

alike each other. Student measurements are best carried out in teams. Each 

team should strive to measure a minimum of 5 or more nymphs. 

Final Activities: 

1. After returning to the classroom, record student observations on chart paper. Your 

chart may already be prepared with the three main stages: egg, nymph, adult diagramed 

in a circle format.  Ask students to share what they learned about each of the life cycle 

stages and how they differ from each other. 

2. Have students write their nymph measurements on the board (order of size is not 

important at this point).  Challenge them to think about how they could develop a nymph 

growth chart. There are several strategies for organizing this data and students will likely 



need help with this process. A good way to start is by creating what is termed a frequency 

distribution table (see example below). Grouping the data into size categories helps 

students identify trends. A bar graph having size categories on the X axis and numbers or 

percent in each category on the Y is another good approach for detecting trends. 

Graphing size distribution over time will allow students to gain experience in long-term 

data processing and analysis. A more advanced analysis can be conducted by using a 

scatter plot with a trend line (regression). This can be done by hand or using Excel 

depending on sample size. 

Lengths of dragonfly nymphs in mm: 

 

19, 17, 11, 18, 15, 14, 11, 12, 16, 17, 10, 18, 20, 13, 15, 19, 13, 18, 20, 14 

 

Size ranges: 

10, 11, 11, 12, 13, 13 

14, 14, 15, 15, 16, 17, 17 

18, 18, 18, 19, 19, 20, 20 

 

*Some leading questions about this sample data-set might be: 

 Are there about equal numbers of different age groups? 

 Do the numbers reflect survival rates of the Nymphs? 

 Do the numbers reflect survival rates of the eggs? 

2. Student sketches are individual products and kids need to realize that scientists take notes 

and make sketches in order to help them remember details of an observation.  Students 

can help each other label their drawings and you can review the main structures of 

nymphs and adults using the power point.  Researching the function of the main parts 

(eyes, antennae, legs, wings, labium, and abdominal claspers) is time well spent. 

Extension: 

 Students use a paper plate to draw a visual representation of the life cycle of a 

dragonfly species with a life span of ~one year. Divide the plate into 12 sections.  

The egg section would be ¼ of one of the 12 sections, the nymph sections would be 9 

¾ of the 12 sections, and the adult stage would be 2 of the sections. The challenge 

will be dividing the plate into 12 equal sections and then dividing certain sections 

into fourths. Please let students have some problem solving time without giving them 

too much guidance.   

Distribution of Lengths of 20 Dragonfly Nymphs* 

Lengths of Nymphs (mm) Number of Nymphs 

10-13 6 

14-17 7 

> 18 7 



Fig. 1 A 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1 B 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Fig. 2 A 

 

 
Fig. 2 B 
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Lesson 3 What is that Whitetail Dragonfly Doing? 

 

Overview/Objectives: 

We know that animals must find food, keep from being food, and successfully mate in order for 

the species to survive. How important is having a territory? How do different animals 

communicate to other members of their species that “you have trespassed upon my territory”? 

How do humans communicate with each other? Do we mostly talk? Are our facial expressions, 

hands, and body posture important in human communication?  Because we are a highly verbal 

species we may overlook important visual communication clues in the animal kingdom. Students 

can begin to appreciate the subtleness of animal interactions by sorting out some of the visual 

displays of a single dragonfly species. The observation skills they develop have broad application 

for other animals and will hopefully encourage students to ask questions and apply their skills to 

other species, including their own. We encourage you to involve students in the lesson extension 

on Understanding What Your Dog is “Saying” - it may well prevent injury by a beloved pet that 

is confused by the hodgepodge of verbal commands and actions of a naïve family member. 

 Students refine observation and note taking skills 

 Students focus on the behavior of a single dragonfly species 

 Students help design and conduct behavior experiments  

 

Background for the Teacher: 

 Whitetail Dragonfly (Libellula lydia) -belongs to a group known as the skimmers 

which are commonly seen at seasonal pools. Whitetails are strong flyers and 

individuals with only three wings have even been observed defending territories. 

Mature Whitetail males have broad, chalky white abdomens, while mature females 

have brown abdomens with pale yellowish markings along the sides (see PPt slide 

#21).   

 Where to Look – After a nymph (larva) crawls out of the water it undergoes a final 

molt and the adult emerges leaving behind an exoskeleton (shed skin).  The adults 

rest for several hours and then head to wooded areas and fields to feed.  After a few 

weeks they return to wet areas in order to mate. Go to the edges of wetlands on 

warm, sunny days and you will find the males busily feeding, defending territories 

and trying to attract mates.  These behaviors demand a lot of energy and most die 

within a week or so after returning to the water. 

 Male Territories – Male skimmers commonly lay claim to a section of wetland 

shoreline and spend considerable effort protecting their piece of real-estate from 

other males. When not on patrol they will sit on their favorite log or rock and keep a 

sharp look-out for intruders or females with which to mate. Your students will be 

amazed at how aggressive males are toward each other. Survival and mating is 

serious business!  

 

Materials: 

 Dragonfly power point 

 Student notebooks 

 Timers 

 Flags 

 Tape measures 

 

Procedure: 

1) Visit the wetland and have students conduct observations and jot down some questions 

before showing PPt and reading the “Whitetail Watching” information below. Just 10 to 

15 minutes of focused observation should be enough to stimulate some fun conversation. 

 

2) Go to the PPt section (slide #33) on Whitetail Watching and discuss the student 

information sheet below. 

 

 



Student Information Sheet   

Whitetail Watching 
1. Perching: Males will select perch sites (e.g., sticks, logs, and rocks) along the shore of a 

wetland. Try to identify the perch sites of different males and carefully observe their perch 

position and behavior. Ask yourself the following questions:              

 Do they have favorite perch objects? How many? 

 What is their perch posture (see perch posture diagrams from lesson one)?  

 In which direction does the male face (e.g., toward the water or toward the shore)? 

 What happens when another male flies into the space of a perched male?  

2. Chasing: Perched males will chase other males that enter their space. The perched male may 

just chase the other male away, or the two males may face off.  In a face off they fly up together 

into the air and then chase each other back and forth. Another tactic of the perched male is to fly 

under the intruding male and then fly straight up, causing a clattering of wings which you can 

actually hear.  

3. Patrolling: Males patrol areas around their perch sites. A patrolling male will fly slower than 

normal and the flight path has a meandering or zigzag pattern. 

4. Visual Displays - Males appear to communicate with each other through visual displays. One 

male will raise its abdomen and show the white upper part to another male. The other male may 

respond by lowering its abdomen.  

 What do you think the males might be communicating to each other?   

 Are some males dominant over other males? What does dominant mean? 

 

Other things to look for: 

1. Feeding - Adults are fantastic fliers and use their long, hairy legs to catch insects. They often 

sit on their perch and watch for other insects to fly by. You may even see their head turn back and 

forth as they watch for potential prey. 

2. Basking and Obelisking – Dragonflies often perch at an angle in order to maximize the sun’s 

heat. In order to avoid overheating they may perch in the shade or hold their abdomens almost 

straight up in the air (obelisking – slide #36) to reduce exposure to the sun. 

3. Mating Wheel - Mature females have brown abdomens with pale yellowish markings along 

the sides and only visit the wetland for brief periods. They are best identified by watching for 

mating activities. When mating, the male and female form what is termed a “mating wheel” – the 

male will clasp the female behind the head with the end of his abdomen. The female bends her 

abdomen in such a way that it connects to the base of the male’s abdomen forming a mating 

wheel (slide #37). 

4. Egg Laying - After mating the female begins to lay eggs by dipping the tip of her 

abdomen into the water. The male may hover over (hover-guard) the female while she 

lays eggs. Why do you think males hover-guard egg-laying females? 
5. Nymphs - Use nets or kitchen strainers to gently collect some mud from the edges of the 

wetland. You can find dragonfly nymphs, and other exciting stuff, by filtering through the mud 

with your hands or a plastic spoon. Place them in a bug viewer for closer inspection. They have 

an awesome lower lip that can be shot out in 1/100 second.  The long lip (1/3 the body length) is 

used to capture prey. (NOTE: In order to appreciate the structure and function of the lip you will 

need to use a tooth-pick to gently pry it out for closer inspection.) Dragonfly larvae are important 

carnivores in wetlands. For example, a favorite food of dragonfly nymphs is mosquito larvae. 

Why would having fish in a seasonal wetland decrease the number and kinds of dragonflies?  As 

the fish eat more and more of the nymphs what do you think happens to the number of 

mosquitoes? Be sure to look on plants (e.g., stems and leaves of cattails) for the shed skins left 

behind by transforming adults. If you find one leave it in place for others to appreciate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Final Activities: 
Encourage students to try some simple experiments. They will probably need some guidance to 

get them started thinking. Several examples are listed below. 

1) Male whitetails regularly patrol an area of shoreline. Students can use tape measures to 

determine the length of the patrolled section. An average size territory can be calculated based on 

the patrol sections of several different males. 

2) Use timers to quantify how much time different males spend engaged in different activities – 

Example: create a table showing how much time a male spends perching, patrolling, and chasing. 

3) Design an experiment to calculate the average distance that males can be approached by 

humans before flying. The direction and speed of the approach are two important variables to 

consider in this type of experiment. 

 

Extension: Understanding What Your Dog is “Saying” –  

The signals male dragonflies send to each other – example, the abdomen raised by more 

aggressive individuals and lowered by less aggressive individuals – can be challenging to 

detect and interpret. But even the inexperienced observer can recognize the meaning 

behind male chases and wing clashes– “you better stay out of my space or else!” With a 

little guidance, kids can start to tease apart and understand more complex communication 

strategies in other animals. Pets, especially dogs, are an excellent next step for helping 

students become more aware of the context and meaning associated with specific 

behaviors. 

 

Background for the Teacher: Not all students will have a dog – graphing pet types is a 

good way to introduce this lesson – but most will have opportunities to observe dogs or 

cats. Dogs are hyper-social and hyper-sensitive to everything we do and fortunately they 

are so tuned into people that with most of them there is a lot of margin for training error. 

But unfortunately, many dog owners fail to take the time to carefully observe, and 

understand how their dog(s) communicate with people and other dogs. This lesson does 

not cover the basics of being a responsible owner or the strategies of positive training, 

but resources covering these topics are listed below. One of the common themes stressed 

in all reputable publications about dogs is the importance of the socialization period (5 – 

13 weeks) for puppies. The following is fundamental information for every potential dog 

owner and should be shared with students and parents. 

1) If you or other family members cannot spend a minimum of one hour per day 

with your dog, then you should seriously consider not owning a dog. Puppies are 

cute and fun to play with, but they grow into teenagers and then adults that require 

quality care their entire life which may be 15 years or longer. 

2) It is vital that puppies 5 to13 weeks of age are properly socialized. Responsible 

breeders will introduce 5 to7 week old pups to a variety of people and situations 

and normally will not allow their dogs to be removed from its mother and siblings 

earlier than 7 to 8 weeks. Expose your puppy to other kids, adults, and vaccinated 

dogs that live outside the household – the more the better and continue the process 

for the life of your pet.  

3)  Family members should take the time to read and discuss positive training     

techniques. Dogs can become frustrated if they constantly receive confusing verbal 

and visual instructions from different family members. Your dog should never be hit 

– harsh punishment needs to be replaced with patience and knowledge of good 

training techniques! 

 

Procedure: This extension can be used for extra credit. Provide a copy of the table and 

diagrams below to each student and have them complete as much as they can. Students 

who don’t have a pet can observe a friend’s or neighbor’s dog or cat as long as there is 

adult supervision. 



 

Understanding What Your Dog is “Saying” 

You are not expected to fill out the entire table, but please try to complete as many 

activities as you can over the next few weeks. 

 

Date    Time        Activity                                   Observation* 

  How does your dog act when 

you or a family member is 

happy? Sad? Mad? 

Happy -  

 

 

Sad – 

 

 

Mad -   

  Describe how your dog 

behaves when he/she is left 

behind 

 

 

  How does your dog react when 

you or a family member comes 

home? 

 

 

  How does your dog respond to 

other dogs or strangers? 
A dog it knows – 

 

 

A strange dog – 

 

 

A strange person – 

 

 

  Why do you think your dog 

scent-marks (urinates or 

defecates on particular spots)? 

 

 

  Does your dog ever roll in 

foul-smelling stuff? Why do 

you think he/she does this? 

 

 

  Have you or a family member 

ever read a book on Positive 

dog training? What is positive 

dog training? 

 

 

  What commands does your 

dog understand? 

 

 

 

  Why do good dog trainers 

never scream at or hit their 

dogs? 

 

 

 

 
 



 

Use the diagram numbers to help you describe what your dog 

or someone else’s dog is trying to communicate*. 

 

*Communication - the passing of information from one individual to another. In order for you to 

better understand how dogs communicate you need to pay careful attention to the mouth, position 

of the ears, tail, and the overall body posture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Resources: There are many good books and websites that provide excellent information for 

potential dog owners. It should be stressed to students that careful thought and study needs to 

precede the decision to bring a dog into their life. The resources listed below will help in the 

decision making process. 

 

Adult Reading: 

 

1) The Other End Of The Leash by Patricia B. McConnell. This book would be our first choice 

for all dog owners or future dog owners to read. 

 

2) The Art Of Raising A Puppy by The Monks of New Skete. This book provides in depth 

information on how to care for and train your dog. 

 

3) T.F.H Publications - You can find a complete list of TFH publications at >www.thf.com<. 

The Sit Down Come Heel and Stay Book is a great way to involve the entire family in positive 

training techniques. 

 

4) http://www.vet.utk.edu/dogbiteprevention/parents/newsreleases.php - This site has information 

on how dog owners can prevent dog bite. There is an outstanding prevention program put 

together by the University of Tennessee Veterinarian School which can be viewed by clicking on 

the Teacher Materials icon.There is a special brochure just for kids. 

 
“In many cases, children and dogs are the best of friends. But according to the U.S. Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, 3.5 million children are bitten by dogs each year, and most 

victims are under the age of 9. Sadly, kids 7 years old and younger are 66 percent more likely to 

experience severe injuries to the face, head and neck, which makes sense considering smaller 

children's height and proximity to dogs' heads. Adding to this problem is the fact that the vast 

majority of dog-bite prevention programs are geared toward children ages 8 and up. Thus, the age 

group most in need is least served.” 

 

 

Student Reading:  

 

1) American Humane KIDS: Kids Interacting with Dogs Safely™ Curriculum Set with 

Coloring Books (comes with DVD). Young children are the most at risk of being bitten by 

dogs. This curriculum provides fun lessons for 4- to 7-year-olds that not only teach safety 

around dogs, but also incorporate character education. 

2) Totally Fun Things to Do With Your Dog by Maxine Rock 

3) Puppy Training For Kids by Sarah Whitehead 

 

 

http://www.vet.utk.edu/dogbiteprevention/parents/newsreleases.php

