
 



 

4-H MOTTO  
Learn to do by doing.  

4-H PLEDGE  
I pledge  
My HEAD to clearer thinking,  
My HEART to greater loyalty,  
My HANDS to larger service,  
My HEALTH to better living,  
For my club, my community and my country.  

4-H GRACE  
(Tune of Auld Lang Syne)  

We thank thee, Lord, for blessings great   
On this, our own fair land.  
Teach us to serve thee joyfully,  
With head, heart, health and hand.  

This project was developed through funds provided by the Canadian Agricultural Adaptation 
Program (CAAP). No portion of this manual may be reproduced without written permission 
from the Saskatchewan 4-H Council, phone 306-933-7727, email: info@4-H.sk.ca. Developed 
July 2013. 
 
The material was written by M-over-C Land & Cattle Co. Ltd. 
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Introduction 

Welcome to Wildlife Tracking. This exciting project will have you looking at the world around 
you in a way you haven’t before! Becoming a master tracker takes years of practice, but anyone 
can take up tracking and observing and have a blast doing it. 

In this project you will first learn about packing and preparing for your tracking trek and how to 
be safe while you are out. A key part of tracking is knowing where to start looking for tracks and 
signs. You will learn about habitats and how edge areas and riparian areas attract in wildlife. The 
next unit you learn about footprints, track patterns, and wildlife signs. You will start to notice so 
many wildlife signs – even just on your walk around the block. Of course these will lead to more 
questions – but that is what tracking is about! You will practice tracking and throughout the 
project your skills of observation will get all sharpened up.  

You have the option of taking a unit on winter tracking or summer tracking – depending on the 
time of year when you are doing your project. Eleven key Saskatchewan animal species are 
talked about so that you can become familiar with their tracks and signs for when you are out 
tracking and happen upon them. 

Let’s trek on… what will you find? 

Project Requirements  
The Wildlife Tracking project has very few specific requirements. 

• 4-H members must come into the project with a willingness to respect wildlife. The goal 
of this project is to learn about wildlife tracks and signs and the animals that made them.  

• 4-H members must obtain a copy of the Animal Tracks of Saskatchewan by Lone Pine 
Publishing as their field guide. This is a decent tracking book suitable for beginners to 
take out onto tracking treks. (www.lonepinepublishing.com) 

• Access to the outdoors is needed. You don’t have to have a National Park in your 
backyard! Your backyard will do just fine! A park, pasture, schoolyard, river valley or 
forest will all work great 

• Different project activities require different materials. You will require a wildlife 
observation notebook and a track pack (tracking supplies listed in Unit 1 put into your 
school backpack will work fine). Additional materials include supplies to make plaster 
track casts in either mud/sand or the snow (listed in Activity Guide). 

• Activities are indicated by this symbol with the number and name of activity in it. 

 1 Tracking Trek 
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Achievement Day Requirements 
Achievement Day is a time for you to show what you have learned and what you have done 
throughout the year with your fellow members, family, friends, and community. The two 
general requirements for Achievement Day are: 

1. Complete a 4-H questionnaire. 

2. Exhibit a Record Book at Achievement Day. 

Throughout the Activity Guide there are notes on different things that could be included in your 
Record Book. Take pride in your Record Book. Keeping it up to date will make getting ready for 
Achievement Day a little easier. 

Achievement Day is so much more than meeting just two requirements! Throughout the Wildlife 
Tracking project there are activities that are suggested for projects to do at Achievement Day or 
create and display for Achievement Day. Your club and your Leader may have certain 
expectations. Have fun sharing what you have learned. 

Additional Resources 
• A Naturalist’s World – Jim Halfpenny website www.tracknature.com 
• Explore Bow Hunting curriculum www.archerytrade.org 
• Kim Cabrera, Beartracker (excellent info and photos) www.bear-tracker.com 
• Ron Dudley website (primarily birds) www.featheredphotography.com 
• Saskatchewan Conservation Data Centre www.biodiversity.sk.ca 
• Saskatchewan Prairie Conservation Action Plan www.pcap-sk.org 
• Tom Brown Jr.’s website (arguably the best tracker in USA) www.trackerschool.com 
• Animal Tracks of Saskatchewan. Ian Sheldon and Tamara Eder. Lone Pine Publishing. 2001. 
• Stokes Guide to Animal Tracking and Behavior. Donald & Lillian Stokes. Little, Brown and 

Company. 1986. 
• Field Guide to Tracking Animals in Snow. Loiuse Richardson Forrest. Stackpole Books. 1988. 
• A Peterson Field Guide to Mammals of North America. Fiona A. Reid. 4th Edition. 2006.  
• Tom Brown’s Field Guide to Nature and Survival for Children. Tom Brown Jr. & Judy 

Brown. Berkley Books. 1989. 
• Animal Tracks and Signs. Preben Bang and Preben Dahlstrom. Oxford University Press. 2001. 
• A Field Guide to Mammal Tracking in North America. James Halfpenny. Johnson Books. 1986. 
• Backyard and Beyond: A Guide for Discovering the Outdoors. Edward Duensing. Fulcrum 

Publishing. 1992. 
• The Encyclopedia of Tracks and Scats: A Comprehensive Guide to the Trackable Animals 

of the United States and Canada. Len McDougall. 2004. 
• The SAS Guide to Tracking. Bob Carss. The Lyons Press. 1999. 

http://www.tracknature.com/
http://www.archerytrade.org/
http://www.bear-tracker.com/
http://www.featheredphotography.com/
http://www.biodiversity.sk.ca/
http://www.pcap-sk.org/
http://www.trackerschool.com/
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• Tom Brown’s Field Guide to Nature Observation and Tracking. Tom Brown Jr. with Brandt 
Morgan. Berkly Books. 1983.  

• Tracking & the Art of Seeing: How to Read Animal Tracks and Sign. Paul Rezendes. Firefly 
Books. 1999. 

• Tracking and Reading Sign: A Guide to Mastering the Original Forensic Science. Len 
McDougall. Skyhorse Publishing. 2010. 
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Unit 1: Wildlife Tracking 101  
– The First Steps 

What You Will Learn 
• Tracking can be an exciting way to learn more about wildlife 
• Follow some simple rules to respect property and wildlife, stay safe and gain experience 

and knowledge. 
• Outdoor basics of making a plan, reading a map, and using a compass and GPS are 

needed to stay safe. 
• Basic supplies in your track kit should be packed on all excursions. Add extra supplies to 

your pack depending on the time of year, length of tracking trip, and what habitat you 
are venturing into. 

• Wildlife is exciting to see but be responsible. If you get scratched or bitten tell an adult 
and get medical attention immediately. 
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Unit 1 Activities List 
1 Tracking Trek 

2 Plaster Casts of Tracks (dirt, sand) 

3 Taking a Print Cast in the Snow! 

4 Bring on the Tracks – Attracting Wildlife 

5 Getting up Close and Personal – A Visit to the Zoo 

6 Tracking’em Down (Year-long project) 

7 Animal Tracks Apps 

8 Pet Print Project 

9 Tracking Through Your Imagination 

10 Sign Scavenger Hunt 

11 Recording Tracks – Photography 

12 Mantracker Movie Night 

13 Guess Who? 

14 Wildlife Observation Notebook 

15 Getting Packed 

16 Tuning in Your Senses 

17 We are Where?!? 

18 Using a Compass 

19 Wildlife Safety Crossword 

25 Who Am I? 
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Chapter 1.1 – Why Track Wildlife? 

• To learn more about wildlife 
• To learn more about nature/habitat 
• To tune in your senses with nature 
• To gain life skills 
• To see what is in your back yard 
• To gain skills useful in a career 
• For exercise 

 14 Wildlife Observation Notebook 
 9 Tracking Through Your Imagination 

Chapter 1.2 – Basics of Wildlife Observation 
Some basic rules when tracking will mean a safe, fun adventure: 

1. Ask permission before you go on anyone’s 
land. It is respectful and they can let you 
know of any dangers. 

2. Leave no trace except your footprints. In 
parks you are not allowed to collect 
‘things’ without permission.  

3. Always tell an adult where you are going, 
what direction you are headed and when 
you will be back. Stick to your plan! 

4. Practice, practice, practice! 

5. Use all five of your senses when you are tracking (see Chapter 3.6) 

6. If it walks like a duck and talks like a duck… it is a duck! Use process of elimination 
and be confident in making assumptions from signs. Don’t get hung up on specifics – 
enjoy the experience! 

7. Don’t touch scat or dead things with your bare hands.  

8. Pack to be prepared for anything. 

 16 Tuning in your Senses 
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Chapter 1.3 – Outdoor Basics  
Plan 
No matter if you are just going to the park down the street or 
out into the remote bush the most important outdoor basic is 
to tell an adult exactly where you are going, what direction you 
plan to head, and when you estimate to be back. Every 
outdoorsman does this no matter their age or if they are 
travelling by themselves or in a group. Many hikers, naturalists 
and ranchers have been saved by following this rule. 

If your club is all out together always choose a meeting spot. Go all together to the meeting spot 
before you start tracking. Everyone needs to see exactly where it is! 

Maps 
When you were born Google Maps did not exist. I know, how could anyone have functioned? 
Now say this in your best Grandpa or Mom voice, “Directions from Google Maps can be wrong!”  
Maps are wonderful and to have access to electronic maps is even more fantastic too. However, 
when you are in a remote area or outside of a city electronic maps can often be wrong. The map 
program may not have been told if a road is all weather or a ‘dirt trail’. Or, what happens if you 
end up outside of cellular service or your smartphone goes dead? 

Your leader can help you choose the right map. A Rural Municipality map can show you in detail 
where large water bodies, roads, dirt trails and yard sites are. Grid road maps show all the major 
highways and grid roads in Saskatchewan. A trail map can be obtained from a park or recreation 
office. On a map, north is always up. It often helps to flip your map to the direction you are 
facing when you are reading it.  

Maps from satellite imagery or aerial maps are really neat to look at. They are useful too. Before 
striking out, pull up a map of the area you are headed into. Where is the closest water source? 
Can you see roads and trails through the area? Are there tree bluffs? Are there houses close by 
or old abandoned farm yards?   

 
Tracking Tidbit 

You can get satellite/aerial maps from: 

• Google Maps (satellite view) 
• Agri Map Saskatchewan (atlas.agr.gc.ca/agrimap-sk) 
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Not only will this map help you if you get lost or disorientated (you should be able to pick out 
natural features you are seeing from the ground that match the satellite imagery map) but it can 
be used to help you figure out where to start looking for wildlife tracks or signs. But, we’ll talk 
more about looking for wildlife in Unit 2. 

 17 We are Where? 

Compass  

Outdoorsmen are able to rely on using a compass.  

A compass has very few components. There is a body that encloses 
the moveable parts. The north pointer end of the needle is typically 
the red point or is larger than the opposite end. The compass body 
sits on a base plate marked with a direction of travel arrow, the four 
basic directions and degree marks. 

Hold the compass in the palm of your hand flat with your arm at a 90° angle. Ensure you are 
standing clear of metal structures or electrical fields. It is important that the movable needle 
inside the compass does not touch the body of the compass. North is whichever way the needle 
is pointing. 

To determine the direction you want to travel (called heading) line the orienteering arrow to 
line up with the magnetic needle. This will then indicate your heading by the number on the 
base plate. Reference back to you compass along the way to stay on course. 

Check out the Wilderness Challenge Project for a great in-depth explanation of using your 
compass. 
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Always know where you are headed and consider your return route. Trail markers that might be 
obvious from one direction might not be from the other direction. 

 18 Using a Compass 

Global Positioning System or GPS 
Global Positioning Systems (GPS) are actually all around us. The GPS device makes contact with 
satellites which provide a coordinate or waypoint in reference to the latitude and longitude of 
the GPS device’s location. You can mark the waypoint on the device and use the device to come 
back to the same spot again. Hand held GPS devices are relatively inexpensive now. If cell 
service is available, smartphones have the ability to have GPS applications/capabilities. How 
precise is a GPS waypoint? Hand held device accuracy is usually within five metres. Installed 
devices, such as the GPSs farmers use in their tractors are accurate to the centimetre.  

Consider using GPS in a couple ways when you are working on your 
tracking skills.  

1. Mark the trail head location and the meeting place location.  

2. Mark interesting or unknown animal signs.  

3. Mark good locations where you can return to see signs of 
animals in the future (escape trails, feeding grounds)  

4. Enter GPS points into your GPS from someone else. Someone 
else may have found a good spot to find tracks, a parking area, 
a hiking trail or the area they just saw something interesting. 

5. It is very important to practice marking points and using your 
GPS to get back to that point before you set out.  
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Why Wear Camouflage?  

Because most animals  
see limited colours camo 
works to break up your 

shape and make you blend 
into the surroundings… 

you don’t look like one big 
person shape but a bush 
with twigs, leaves with a 
big round melon on top! 

But, during hunting 
season dress in bright 
oranges and reds to  

avoid being shot!   

 

Chapter 1.4 – Packing for Tracking 
Are you ready to venture into a nearby urban park or 
farmer’s field? It’s time to pack your tracking kit. How 
much you pack will depend on where you are going, 
for how long, and the season. The Units on winter and 
summer tracking talk about extra things you need to 
pack for each season (see Units 4 and 5).  

First, you should pick out a pack. Some trackers use a 
fanny pack, survival vest or backpack. You can use 
your school backpack. Store your tracking supplies in 
a small box so that they are ready to put in your 
backpack whenever you go tracking. 

• Camera (optional but recommended) 
• Observation notebook 
• Small tape measure or your tracking stick  

(see page 38) 
• Pocket sized tracking book Animal Tracks  

of Saskatchewan 
• Multitool 
• Rope (about 2m) 
• Water 
• Whistle 
• pocket sized LED flashlight 
• Map of area 
• Compass/GPS/cell phone 
• Healthy high protein snack 
• First aid supplies 
• Disposable gloves 
• Bags for scat, hair or ‘signs’ 
• Pencils 
• Good walking shoes or boots 
• Waterproof rain poncho 
• Hand sanitizer 
• Supplies for making track casts (Activity 2 and 3) 
• Flagging tape to mark your trail or a wildlife sign you find 
• Forest trips (flare, bear banger or bear spray)  

 15 Getting Packed 
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Chapter 1.5 –  
What to do When Approached by Wildlife 
Observing animals up close is really cool. You get to see their features and how they use their 
whole bodies to move and figure you out. The deer in pictures or in the road ditch look so 
smooth and soft, right? But in reality their hair coats are coarse, wiry, and very dirty! Interacting 
with wildlife lets you learn a lot about them. Caution does need to be taken when you are 
approached by wildlife or you happen upon an unsuspecting animal yourself. 

Small animals and birds can be some of the most curious creatures. Approach them slowly or 
allow them to approach you. Don’t grab or corner them. They can still decide to bite or scratch 
even though they are so small.  

Ungulates (the deer family) are especially dangerous during the 
mating season (called the rut) in the fall and in the spring when 
they have young. Pawing at the ground indicates that they are 
likely to charge and you must retreat. Moose and elk are especially 
unpredictable and should always be avoided/stay at a safe distance as 
soon as contact is made. 

Carnivores are meat eaters and omnivores eat both plants and animals. They have the tendency 
to protect their home territory and be protective over dead prey that they have ‘cached’. 
Cached means stored or hidden for later.  

Most medium-sized carnivores will be surprised to come face-to-face with you 
and will want to get out of there. Different wildlife react differently: skunks 
spray (not cool!); badgers either turn and run or, snarl viciously and lunge (also 
not cool); and porcupines puff up and turn at you or swing their tail (very 
uncool!). Rabies and other such diseases can be contracted from infected 
animals. Caution should be taken especially when animals appear fearless. If 
you are tracking in an area where cougars, bears or wolves could live read up 
on what to do if you have an encounter. 
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Males don’t quite think straight during their mating season. They may even view a person as 
competition for a female. Ever wonder where the phrase “don’t mess with the mama bear” 
comes from? When a female animal has young she is protective over them, the immediate 
vicinity where they are and more protective of herself. Safely back away from the situation. 

Animals that are easily approached, approach you or don’t get up may be sick. Sickness is a way 
for nature to strengthen a population by weeding out unthrifty animals. You might have the 
urge to help a sick animal. It is best to leave the animal in peace and contact your local 
Conservation Officer so they can handle the situation. Sick animals can be a little cranky and 
may not want to be close to you. 

If you get scratched or bitten by any animal: 

1. Tell an adult right away. 

2. Make sure to tell them the type of animal, how it looked (wide eyed, frothing at the 
mouth, sick or was easily approached). 

3. Seek medical attention right away no matter what. 

Do not hand feed wildlife. Hand feeding encourages them to seek out people or venture into 
urban areas or campgrounds. In some of your 4-H activities baiting will be used. Baiting is 
different than hand feeding because the animal will not associate the food found in the track 
box area with humans.  

 19 Wildlife Safety Crossword 

Courtesy of tundra comics, www.tundracomics.com 
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Unit 2: Habitat 

What You Will Learn 
• The first step in tracking is learning about habitats and where to look for wildlife. 
• An animal’s habitat must provide food, water, shelter and cover 
• The edge area between vegetation types or habitats is an excellent place to look for wildlife. 
• Riparian areas are a critical component of habitats and a good place to look for wildlife. 
• The predator/prey relationship influences where you should look for wildlife 
• Travel corridors link important elements of habitats together. They are a good place to 

look for wildlife signs. 
• Saskatchewan wildlife lives in a variety of habitats and uses a variety of vegetation types. 
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Unit 2 Activities List 
1 Tracking Trek 

2 Plaster Casts of Tracks (dirt, sand) 

3 Taking a Print Cast in the Snow! 

4 Bring on the Tracks – Attracting Wildlife 

5 Getting up Close and Personal – A Visit to the Zoo 

6 Tracking ‘em Down (Year-long project) 

7 Animal Tracks Apps 

8 Pet Print Project 

10 Sign Scavenger Hunt 

11 Recording Tracks – Photography 

12 Mantracker Movie Night 

13 Guess Who? 

48 Fox and Goose – Winter or Summer 

20 Habitat Diorama 

21 Habitat – True or False? 

22 On the Edge of it All 

23 Travel Corridors 

24 Match the Wildlife with the Habitat 

25 Who Am I? 
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Chapter 2.1 Ecoregions 
Environment Canada defines an Ecoregion as a relatively large area of land that contains a 
geographically distinct pattern of recurring habitat types. An Ecoregion has its own distinct 
characteristics including: precipitation, temperature gradients, soils, landforms, and the 
associated plant and animal communities. Saskatchewan is divided into 11 ecoregions. It can be 
really neat to study the ecoregions and see how the areas are grouped together. Check out the 
Saskatchewan Conservation Data Centre for more information (www.biodiversity.sk.ca) and to 
play with the interactive map of the Saskatchewan Ecoregions.  

Ecoregions of Saskatchewan Map. Courtesy of the Conservation Data Centre 

http://www.biodiversity.sk.ca/
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Chapter 2.2 – What is Habitat? 
Habitat is an area suitable to provide a specific species with all of its needs to 
survive. All animals require four basic things from their habitat – food, water, 
cover and space. Different types of wildlife have different habitat needs 
throughout the year or may be able to use/need to use a variety of habitats. 

Food is the fuel that keeps animals going. Most of the time food is plentiful during the spring 
and summer. Finding food can be a challenge for wildlife when plants die off and the snow 
comes. Some wildlife shift their habitat to be where a food source is. Birds flying south for the 
winter are an example of habitat shift. Other animals like gophers and bears hibernate. Some 
animals such as skunks go into a sleep phase where they are able to stay in their dens for long 
periods of time to get through the winter. 

Water – Animals can go hungry, but they can’t go thirsty for very long. Different animals get 
water in different ways. Squirrels, mice, and gophers can get enough moisture from the food 
they eat and from sipping moisture off plants covered with early morning dew. Beaver and 
muskrats live in the water and don’t venture very far away from it. Some animals such as 
ungulates, foxes and coyotes need water to drink to stay healthy.  

Cover is the part of the habitat that provides shelter and a place for hiding. Shelter from wind, rain, 
snow, cold or summer heat may be needed. Where an animal takes shelter might just change 
depending on what they are taking shelter from. Can you think of why an animal might need a place 
to hide? Prey species might need hiding places to quickly get away from predators or rest where the 
predators can’t find them. Predators need hiding spots too for sneaking up on their lunch! 

Courtesy of tundra comics, www.tundracomics.com 
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Space – The amount of space an animal needs depends on how big it is and what it eats. Wildlife 
Specialists also call space an animal’s home range. Generally, the bigger the animal, the bigger 
their home range. They require more food that a smaller animal and therefore likely need to 
cover more area to get that food. Carnivores (meat eaters) have large home ranges than 
herbivores (plant eaters) of the same size. Carnivores need to be able to catch enough prey in 
their home range to feed themselves and their young. 

This area provides 
great cover for wildlife 
beside a stream.  

© Cows and Fish – 
Alberta Riparian Habitat 

Management Society 

Home Ranges – Mice have small home 
ranges. The red fox is a larger animal 
that eats mice. The red foxes home 
range covers a larger area that 
encompasses many mouse home ranges. 
The cougar is a larger animal that eats 
red foxes. The cougar’s home range 
covers a larger area that encompasses 
many fox home ranges. 
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Some animals will share their home range with others of the same species (mainly herbivores). 
Carnivores do not tend to share home ranges with the same species except with a mate or 
offspring unless they are a ‘pack’. One animal’s home range borders may overlap with another’s.  

Some species are habitat specialists meaning they require very, very specific qualities in a 
habitat. Others are found in many different habitats (generalists) and have a wider spectrum of 
tolerances to differences in their habitat. 

 20 Habitat Diorama 
 21 Habitat – True or False 

 

Picture this:  

These three habitat specialists can all use this native prairie: 

 A ferruginous hawk needs a tree for nesting and an open grassland for hunting. 
Therefore, the habitat must have both a tree bluff (of the right size, vegetation 
type) and an open grass area (of the right size, with prey in it). 

 Sprague’s Pipits are grassland song birds. They need at least 640 acres of open, 
lightly grazed native prairie together in one area. 

 Pintail ducks use water, riparian areas and then upland nesting sites in tall grass 
or crop stubble. 

A swift fox’s core area never overlaps 
with another’s, but their home range  
will if good conditions exist. 
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Chapter 2.3 – Vegetation in Habitats 
When it comes to tracking and observing wildlife in different habitats one of the most useful 
concepts to understand is that of ‘vegetation type’ and ‘edge’. What sort of vegetation types 
can you think of? A fallen tree, a bush, a patch of brush, a road ditch, a farmer’s field, prairie, 
tame pasture, a forest, a forest cutline, a swampy area, a water body, the outer tall grass 
reaches of a park, a shelterbelt, a mowed park. The confusing thing is sometimes the vegetation 
type and the habitat are interchangeable or one-in-the-same. For example: a bluff of trees can 
be the sole habitat but can also be a vegetation type within the greater habitat of the native 
prairie pasture it is found in.  

Wildlife use edge. Edge is where two or more vegetation types meet and run parallel to each 
other. For example in the picture below around the bluffs of trees is a farmer’s field. The edge 
area within the field is highlighted in white. Can you see any other edges? What about along the 
road or around the yardsite? 

The edge between the two vegetation types that an animal needs is a well-used area. It provides 
them easy access to the habitat elements they need from both areas. Edge areas are one of the 
best places to start looking for wildlife signs.  

In Chapter 2.7 – Animals of Saskatchewan the vegetation types by different Saskatchewan 
species are listed. You will see some species are not picky and use many different vegetation 
types and habitats. Others are very particular about what they need.  

 22 On the Edge of it All 
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Chapter 2.4 –  
Where There is Water There is Wildlife 
In the section on habitat we talked about how an animal needs water. If you identify where  
the water sources are in the habitat you are exploring you will find where there is water, there  
is wildlife.  

Wildlife are attracted to water for many reasons: 

1. More luscious plants are found in association with water.  

2. Water tends to cool the area – especially in the summer heat.  

3. Mud is cool – it’s fun AND nice to lie in! 

4. The predator/prey relationship is active.  

5. For wildlife that search out thicker cover the growth adjacent to water tends to be  
more plentiful. 

Riparian Areas are the moist green zone between the water and the upland. They have two 
edges; between the riparian area and the water, and between the riparian area and the upland 
(the drier area of land above where the water flows or occurs at any point through the year).  

Riparian areas are used by many, many species. They are an excellent place to begin looking for 
signs of wildlife. 

Riparian Area Diagram. Illustration by Chris Jordison. Provided by The Prairie Conservation Action Plan. 
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Riparian Areas indicated by the moist green zone with water loving plants.  

Top – © Krista Connick Todd; Bottom – © Julie MacKenzie;  
Left and Right – Cows and Fish – Alberta Riparian Habitat Management Society 
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Chapter 2.5 – The Predator/Prey Relationship’s 
Influence on How and Where to Track 
A little detective work is needed to narrow down where predators 
might be. First, figure out what the predator eats. Predators use 
their keen sense of smell to find prey. Then, if you can figure out 
where their prey should be it is easier to find signs of predators.  

For example, if you knew that a coyote’s diet changes to 
grasshoppers in the late summer when there are lots of grasshoppers 
around where would you look for coyote signs? Well, 
grasshoppers congregate on roads and dirt roads. So 
start looking there for coyote tracks and scat. 

It may take some research to figure out what the different 
wildlife in your area eats. You can ask an adult who knows about wildlife or, check in your Animal 
Tracks of Saskatchewan or another wildlife book. If you are checking online make sure to only use 
science based sites like Canadian Wildlife Service, University sites or sites maintained by 
biologists or wildlife experts. Many facts can be wrong or not specific to Saskatchewan on general 
sites. The red foxes of Saskatchewan eat very different things than those found in Florida! 

 48 Fox and Goose – Winter or Summer 
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Chapter 2.6 – Moving Along, Singing my Wildlife 
Song: How Wildlife Move Through Habitat  
An understanding of how wildlife move through their habitat will help you become a better 
tracker. Wildlife use travel corridors. Travel corridors are almost like super highways that 
connect habitats wildlife use all within the animal’s home range. Travel corridors have places 
with cover along them for hiding. Most animals have a regular route they travel with food and 
protection along the way. Different wildlife will share travel corridors. 

Have your parents ever had to catch a mouse in the house? First they probably figured out 
where the mouse had travelled or left droppings (poop). Then they set the trap there. Why was 
the trap successful? Yes, it did have yummy peanut butter or cheese on it, but also because it is 
along the regular route that mouse has chosen. Moose in the forest will often travel along forest 
cut lines. Coyotes will have a well beaten path under a fence line. Squirrels will have a travel 
corridor between their food sources and their home tree! 

Being attuned to how an animal moves through its habitat and where it moves will help you find 
more wildlife signs. Remember the smallest mouse, or biggest moose are all worth tracking and 
possibly catching sight of! 

  23 Travel Corridors 
 

Different travel corridors. Left – cattle trail used by 
cattle and wildlife; Right – bear travel corridor to an 
orchard; Bottom – rabbit trail through the grass  

© Neil MacKenzie 
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Chapter 2.7 – Wildlife of Saskatchewan 
Getting to know an animal’s habitat and knowing what it eats lets you define 
where the animals could be. If you know that river otters need gentle slopes 
and a northern Saskatchewan river, that is where you will look for them!  

The following table lists different Saskatchewan wildlife species, the 
species’ scientific name and the habitats and vegetation types you might find them in. This is 
just a sampling of the wildlife found in Saskatchewan and their habitats. The whole realm of 
birds and the tiny world of insects still await you too! 

Name Scientific Name 
Habitats and Vegetation Types Where  
They Can Be Found In Saskatchewan 

American  Badger Taxidea tacus Near rodent burrows because they dig them up for prey; 
dens; rock piles; cropland; hay fields; native prairie; prairie 
river valley bottoms; old yardsites; rural; urban 

American Crow Corpus 
brachyrhynachos 

All habitats; urban; rural; cropland; old yardsites; tree 
bluffs; forest margins 

American Marten Martes americana Mature coniferous or mixed forest; climbs trees and 
crawls under snow 

Arctic Fox Alopex lagopus Tundra; permanent dens 
Black Bear Ursus americanus Mixed forest; cropland; tree bluffs; riparian areas; ditches; 

forest; river areas; around wetlands; dens – hollow logs, 
base of trees, brush piles, earth hallows 

Brown/Grizzly Bear Ursus arctos Mountains; coastal areas; riparian areas; rivers; tundra; 
used to be on prairies (not usually found in Saskatchewan) 

Bald Eagle Haliaectus 
leucocephalus 

Near rivers, lakes; riparian areas; coniferous forests; mixed 
forests; cliffs. Passes through urban and rural areas when 
migrating south for winter 

Beaver Castor canadensis Water bodies with trees or brush close by; ditches where 
water flows 

Black-tailed Prairie Dog Cynomys ludovicianus Dry grasslands; remote colonies; only along the U.S. border 
Bison Bison bison Mainly domestic; wild population at Prince Albert  

National Park in riparian areas, crop, forest, and open 
meadows; other fenced wild populations preserves and 
Grasslands National Park in riparian areas, native prairie 
and open meadows  

Bobcat Lynx rufus Wetlands; prairie river valleys; bush; rocky areas; brush 
piles; in USA found in mixed forests  

Cottontrail Rabbit 
(Eastern) 

Sylvilagus flordanus Urban; rural; mosaic of habitats; bush piles; cover and 
grass areas; cropland; prairies; field margins; under 
buildings; dense grass  

Cougar 
(also called puma, 
mountain lion) 

Puma concolor Very large home ranges; mixed forest; prairie river valley 
bottoms; mixed habitats with tree bluffs; rocky areas; dens 
in dense vegetation; travels on dirt trails (more common to 
areas with mountains) 
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Coyote Canis latrans All habitats; urban; rural; cropland; prairie; deserts; riparian 
areas; river valley bottoms; tree bluffs; brush; mixed forest; 
ditches; dens in rock piles; old holes; brush piles 

Deer Mouse Peromyscus 
maniculatus 

All habitats inside and outside; urban; rural 

Domestic Cat Felis catus Urban; rural; old buildings 
Domestic Dog Canus familiaris Wherever people are/walks and hikes through natural 

areas: rural; urban 
Elk Cervus elaphus Cropland; meadows; open forest; riparian areas 
Fisher Martes pennant Mature coniferous or mixed forest with lots of fallen trees; 

large home range 
Grey Wolf Canis lupus Dense thick brush/wilderness; forest (coniferous and 

mixed) and tundra; uses open areas too 
Long-tailed Weasel Mustela frenata Native prairie; dense vegetation; cropland; old yard sites; 

under buildings; parklands; wild lands; riparian areas 
Lynx Lynx Canadensis Northern coniferous forests; dense vegetation; brush; 

wetlands; thrives in the snow 
Magpie Pica hundsonia Urban; rural; treed areas; grassland; cropland; in 

association with people mainly 

Mallard Duck Anus platyrhynchos Urban; rural; wetlands; riparian areas 
Meadow Jumping 
Field Mouse 

Zapus hudsonius Thick grass areas; dense undergrowth 

Moose Alces alces Riparian areas; cropland; brush; meadows; ditches; 
coniferous forests 

Mule deer  Odocoileus hemionus Same habitats as whitetail deer but with more open area 
than bush 

Muskrat Ondatra zibethicus Always found near water (sloughs, lakes, dugouts, 
wetlands); riparian areas; urban; rural; prairie; cropland 

Northern Racoon Procyon lotor Rural; urban; dumps; old yard sites; wetlands; riparian 
areas; cropland  

Ord’s Kangaroo Rat Dipodomys ordii Southwest Saskatchewan sandhills; dune areas; shrubby 
with little vegetation 

Porcupine Erethizon dorsatum Uplands; bush; sloughs; cropland; forest; native prairie; 
areas where transitioning to trees; they sit up in trees 

Pronghorn Antelope Antilocapra Americana Grasslands; cropland; sagebrush flats 
Red Fox Vulpes vulpes Urban; rural; mixed habitats- brush; forest edges; forests; 

cropland; prairie; old yard sites; riparian areas; grassed 
areas; river valley bottoms 

Red Squirrel Tamiasciurus 
nudsonicus 

Urban; rural; treed areas; transition area with trees; 
coniferous forests 

Richardson’s Ground 
Squirrel (Gopher) 

Spermophilus 
richardsonii 

Urban; rural; parks; shorter grass areas; pastures; 
roadsides; dry areas; meadows 

River Otter Lontra canadensis Rivers; large lakes; mud banks 
Snowshoe Hare Lepus americanus Logs; thick vegetation; forests; bushy areas next to feeding 

areas; low wet areas; coniferous forests; hardwood forests 
Stripped Skunk Mephitis mephitis Close to water source; under buildings; rock piles; 

culverts; native prairie; bushy areas; cropland; rural;  
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 24 Match the Wildlife with the Habitat 
 25 Who Am I? 

urban (almost anywhere) 
Swift Fox Vulpes velox Native prairie; sagebrush flats; riparian areas; many dens; 

only in far southwest Saskatchewan (Val Marie to Alberta 
border – reintroduced species that is doing fairly well) 

Thirteen-lined  
Ground Squirrel 

Spermophilus 
tridecenlineatus 

Urban; rural; parks; shorter grass areas; roadsides; dry 
areas; meadows 

Whitetailed Jackrabbit Lepus townsendii Grass nests with vegetation cover; open areas; grasslands; 
meadows; cropland; rural; urban; low areas 

Whitetail Deer Odocoileus virginanus All habitats; urban; rural; cropland & pasture; likes a mix 
of grass and cover; forest edges; bush edges 

Wild Boar  
(introduced species) 

Sus scrofa Farmland; bush; meadows; mixed forest; wetlands;  
hay fields 

Woodland Caribou Rangifer tarandus Mature coniferous forests with open ground for lichen; 
bogs/riparian areas 
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Unit 3: Tracks and Signs 

Following tracks is like being a detective. 

What You Will Learn 
• To start off tracking you need to learn the basics. Just like with reading you started with 

your ABCs. 
• The parts that may be seen in a track claws, toes/toe pads, heel/heel pads, tail drags  

and dewclaws. 
• Different wildlife have different shaped feet, and a varying number of toes and claws 

that show up on front and rear footprints. 
• There are four standard gaits that mammals use: alternate/diagonal, pacer, bounder and 

galloper. There are a wide range of variations between gaits and all animals move to a 
different gait. 

• A tracking stick can be extremely useful to use when you are tracking an animal over 
varying ground conditions. 

• A track pattern can tell you a lot about an animal. Look at the evidence in the track and 
track pattern ask yourself questions about what you are seeing. 

• Besides footprints wildlife leave other important signs: bedding, hair/fur; 
grazing/browsing/feeding signs; travel corridors/trails; scat/urine; rubbing; pellets 

• Following the basic set of “tracking rules” will help you enjoy your tracking experiences. 

Courtesy of tundra comics, www.tundracomics.com 
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Unit 3 Activities List 
1 Tracking Trek 

2 Plaster Casts of Tracks (dirt, sand) 

3 Taking a Print Cast in the Snow! 

4 Bring on the Tracks – Attracting Wildlife 

5 Getting up Close and Personal – A Visit to the Zoo 

6 Tracking ‘em Down (Year-long project) 

7 Animal Tracks Apps 

8 Pet Print Project 

10 Sign Scavenger Hunt 

11 Recording Tracks – Photography 

12 Mantracker Movie Night 

13 Guess Who? 

25 Who Am I? 

39 Pellet Picking 

40 Wildlife Sign Matching 

41 Wildlife Signs 

42 Rules of Tracking Fill in the Blank 

43 Tracking Through Time 

44 Tracking Mediums 

26 Label the Parts of the Footprint and Track Pattern 

27 The Four Standard Gaits 

28 Animal Gait Charades 

29 Label the Gait 

30 Gait Characteristic Matching 

31 Tracking Stick 

32 Track and Seek 

33 What else can you tell from a track pattern? Wordsearch 

34 Walk, Watch and Learn 
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35 How You Move’n? 

36 Antler Rub 

37 Who Left the Poop?!? 

38 Bedtime 

23 Travel Corridors 

45 Where in the World? Cool Tracking Adventure 
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claw              toe pad 

Chapter 3.1 – Parts of a Track 
Footprints come in all shapes and sizes. Every track can be broken down into basic parts. 

Claws – Claws are pretty essential for most animals. Claws can be used for catching prey, gaining 
footing on the ground or up in a tree, digging for food or digging up dirt for a good place to live. 
Can you think of some other ways animals use their claws?  

Claws will be found at the end of the toe pads. Some prints will show the claws distinct from the 
toe pads. Other prints may look like just one long, pointed toe pad when really there is both a 
toe pad and a claw on the foot. Claws come in many different shapes. For example, beavers 
have thick wide claws. Squirrels have sharp narrow claws.  

In a track, claws may or may not be visible. The cat family has retractable claws (think of a pet 
cat) so claw marks hardly ever show up in a footprint. Small rodents like mice and gophers might 
walk across hard enough surface that their claw marks are hard to see.  

Toes (toe pads) – Toes are awfully important for balance. Most animals 
place their toes and then their heels. Animals like bears, raccoons and 
us (people) walk pretty flat footed, which is different.  

Webbing between toes helps beavers, muskrats and some birds propel 
themselves through the water and distribute their weight more evenly 
when they walk in soft mud. Tracks might show the webbing between their rear toes.  

Some animals use toes almost like fingers. These toes are a different size and shape than those 
used only for walking. Picture how a squirrel or a racoon uses its front feet compared to a dog. 

The number of toes an animal has on its front and back feet can help you determine which 
family it belongs to.  
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Heel  pads Heel/Heel Pad – Some animals have their heel pad appear very 
separate from the toes (such as the cat family and the dog family), 
while others have the toe pads and heel pads almost appear as one 
print (raccoon). The shape of the heel depends on the animal species. 

Some animals will bring the back of their back leg down onto the 
ground as they take a jump or in very muddy conditions or in deeper 
snow. An animal’s fore leg (back of the rear leg) may then show up in a 
track. Rabbits are a good example. Ungulates on the other hand may 
have their dewclaws (toe like appendages above ankle) touch the 
ground or sink into the snow. Tracks might show up looking quite 
different depending on the medium (as seen on the right).  

Here a Tail there a Tail – Some animals will drag their tail along the ground behind themselves. 
It can show up as a line between the tracks or erase/cover the foot prints near completely. 
Beavers, muskrats and porcupines all might leave you a track covered by a tail drag.  

To figure out what type of animal you have found there is an easy formula using track 
characteristics. When you find a track, get down on your hands and knees. First, how many toes 
can you count on the front foot print? How many toes can you count on the rear foot print? 
Does the track show claws? What shape is the track? 

Sketch of a  
beaver trail drag.  

© Lone Pine 
Publishing 
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Answering these key questions will allow you to classify your animal into a family using this 
formula (ref: Tom Brown’s Field Guide to Nature and Survival for Children): 

# toes front X # toes rear X claws showing? + special feature = your animal family 

4 x 4 x No Claws = cat family 

4 x 4 x Claws = dog family 

4 x 4 x Claws + huge rear feet  = rabbit and hare family 

5 x 5 x Claws + small heel pads  = weasel family 

5 x 5 x Claws + flat footed  = bears and raccoons 

4 x 5 x Claws = rodent family 

2 x 2 x hooves = deer (ungulate) family 

 26 Label the Parts of the Footprint and Track Pattern 

Make a card of 
this information 

 or a card of each 
and sketch what  
it should look like  
and put it in your 

Wildlife Observation 
Notebook. 
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Chapter 3.2 – Wildlife on the Move 
Every animal moves differently. Think of how you move 
differently than a dog, a bird, and a mouse. Individual 
animals also move differently. How do you move differently 
than your friends or siblings? You may also move differently 
than the way you normally do if you are excited, tired, 
hungry, or hurt. How could anyone see this in a track? I 
know it seems hard to believe. There are master trackers 
who have spent their lifetime watching and observing. But, 
just like learning to read- we better start with the ABC’s. 

Wildlife move in four main ways. Learning these basic gaits will help you to picture how an 
animal moved through its habitat at a normal, unthreatened slow pace. Then, if you want it can 
help you to figure out whose track you are looking at. 

Alternate Track Pattern/ Diagonal Walkers  

• Cats, dogs, hoofed animals.  
• The back foot (grey) is placed directly on top of where the front foot (black) which is 

called direct registering. OR   
• The back foot track (grey) end up slightly beside or behind the front foot track (black) 

which is called indirect registering. 
• The animal moves its back left and front right at the same time and then its back right 

and front left at the same time. 
• Why do they walk this way?  

• They can ensure stable footing because their front foot was just there,  
• In difficult conditions (snow, mud) it saves energy,  
• It allows them to move slow and keep their balance- stalking like for predators, and 

in an alert intentional way for herbivores. 
 

Tracking Tidbit 

Don’t get so absorbed  
in the track that you  

don’t see anything else. 

– Tom Brown Jr. 

Direct registering alternate track pattern 

Indirect registering alternate track pattern 
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Pacer track pattern – back  
foot grey and front foot black 

Pacers 

• Stout, wide-bodied animals walk with this gait. Think of a bear, badger, or racoon 
“waddling” along. 

• They move one side of their body and then the other side.  
• Pacers lift the left back foot and left front foot, then right back foot and right front foot 
• Why do they walk this way?  

• With their wide bodies it is easiest to move one side and then another 
• They are relatively heavy and it can be hard work to move 

Bounders  

• Long bodied short-legged animals (mostly of the weasel family) use bounding as their 
slow gait. 

• They reach out with their front legs and bring their back legs up behind them 
• Tight square shaped or rectangular pattern (tightly spaced double prints) 
• Two-print track pattern 
• Why do they walk this way? 

• They have powerful back legs. 
• Their bodies are quite long compared to their feet making other gaits difficult. 
• It allows them to easily stop and look around while sitting on their back legs. 

Bounder track pattern 
– back foot grey and 
front foot black 
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Gallopers 

• Rabbits, hares and most rodents 
• They push off with their back feet, fly through the 

air land with their front feet and bring their back 
feet through to in front of the front feet. 

• The pattern that is left is triangular or U-shaped. 
• Why do they walk this way? 

• It balances them 
• Their hips are designed for moving this way 
• It gives them momentum going forward 
• Their back feet are generally bigger than their 

front feet 
• They can stop, stand on their rear feet, and look around. 

 
 

Tracking Tidbit 

Gallopers who live on the 
ground land with their 

front feet on a diagonal. 
Gallopers who live in  

trees (such as squirrels) 
generally land with their 

front feet together beside 
each other. 

 

Wildlife using the galloping gait 

Galloper track pattern 
– back foot grey and 
front foot black 

Galloper track 
pattern – back foot 
grey and front foot 
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A helpful thing when trying to figure out  
a track pattern is to use popsicle sticks to 
mark beside the tracks you have found. 

Use two different coloured sticks – one for 
front foot prints and one for rear prints. 

Then, when you step back you can see the 
track pattern that has come to light! 

 

The majority of the time animals maintain their slow, normal pace. Likely, this is what you will 
see out on the trail. Remember, these are a guide for the slow, normal, relaxed pace of these 
types of wildlife. If the animals end up speeding up we see the trail change.  

General gait changes can be expected: 

Slow normal ----------> faster ----------> very fast 

Diagonal walkers ----------> bounder ----------> galloper 

Pacers ----------> diagonal walkers ----------> bounders ----------> galloper 

Bounders rarely change their gait but the distance between prints increases 

Gallopers maintain their gait but the distance between prints increases  

What sorts of things would cause an animal to speed up?  
• Being startled and then frightened. 
• Catching sight of prey and taking off in pursuit.  
• Sensing a predator and fleeing. 

So WHY is gait really that important? It is not just to help 
identify the animal but really to see: 

• What is the animal thinking? Is it scared or relaxed? 
• How fast is it traveling?  
• Are you likely to happen upon it?  

 
When you are observing all around you think about why an animal might move differently. 
Watch animals – watch their gait, then go look at the track they left. Touch it, get down on your 
hands and knees and take it all in. Enjoy! 

 27 The Four Standard Gaits 
 8 Animal Gait Charades 
 29 Label the Gait 
 30 Gait Characteristic Matching 

Birds with 
footprints 

beside each 
other 

spend the 
majority of 
their time 

in the 
trees, 
where 

tracks that 
show up 

diagonally 
or offset 

are ground 
walking 
birds. 
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Chapter 3.3 – Measuring Tracks 
This 4-H project is more about getting outdoors to see tracks, work on your observation skills, 
and learn about Saskatchewan wildlife, their habitats and habits than precisely measuring tracks 
and determining every time which animal made a track. Lots of really good field guides have 
approximate measurements of tracks and track patterns. A caution though – we grow really big 
wildlife in Saskatchewan that have pretty big feet! 

However, some basic measuring skills (and a couple tricks you will 
learn below) will help you follow a trail of tracks through almost any 
terrain and learn so much more about the animal! 

Different outdoorsmen and great trackers all do variations of the 
measuring technique.  

Different measurements that may be useful to determine a specific 
species within a family (i.e. coyote in the dog family) include: 

1. Length of the foot (front and rear) 

2. Width or straddle of the trail (width between right and left tracks. 
Wider animals generally leave a greater distance between the left 
and right foot) 

3. Length of the stride (at regular walking pace the distance 
between tracks; some books also list a running stride) 

4. Width of the foot (front and rear) 

Full credit must be given to ‘the most respected Outdoorsman/Tracker in America’ Tom Brown 
Jr. and Beartracker Kim Cabrera for the following method to help you measure tracks. It is such 
an easy way for us beginners to follow a trail and find the next track when we need help. 

Use a tracking stick instead of a tape measure. You won’t have to remember numbers on a tape 
measure or keep pulling it in and out of your pack. Your tracking stick will point you straight to 
the next track. Because you will know where to look it will be easier to pick out the slightest 
depression or bent blade of grass. 

 31 Tracking Stick 
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TIP: Have your tracking 
stick with you when you 

read this. Do what is 
described as you read it on 
the tracks along the edge. 

Now that you have your tracking stick it’s time to learn how to use it! Once a 
set of tracks has been found you are ready to start. There are three things 

you will mark on your tracking stick.  

First, you will measure the most ‘useful’ measurement for following the 
trail. You should have started at a series of animal tracks. Put your 

tracking stick so the tip lines up with the back of the first footprint (C in 
diagram). Your tracking stick should 

line up with the track behind the one 
you are lined up on. Take your last elastic band and place 
it on your tracking stick at the front of that footprint (B in 
diagram). You can include the claw or just measure from 
the toe tip. If you decided to include claws or not in the 
first measurement and always do the same for future 
measurements.  

Now measure the length of the foot from the tip of the track (B) to the back of the heel (A). IF 
you included the claw in the first track measurement make sure to include it in your future 
measuring. Mark where the heel of the track lines up on your track stick (A).  

Knowing how wide the foot is can be useful too. Hold your tracking stick over the track at the 
widest part of the track. Line up the elastic band you just put in place (A) with one side of the track 
and slide a different elastic band into place 
marking the width of the track (not 
shown on the diagram). 

Now, you’ll follow the trail of tracks. Once you locate a footprint, place your measuring stick in 
place with the last know track, and the front tip of your tracking stick should be right over the 
next track!  

If you just can’t seem to find that next track here are some tips: 
• Make sure to get down on your hands and knees –the slightest depression is your track! 
• Could your animal have darted off in another direction or doubled back? Look around. 
• Could your animal have picked up its pace or slowed down for a reason? Check for 

greater or lesser distances. 

Tom Brown Jr.’s greatest advice (besides having fun and getting dirty) is to pay close attention to 
the stick and the track. It will be very rare you won’t be able to find the next track! 

 32 Track and Seek 
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Chapter 3.4 – 
What Else Can You Tell from a Track Pattern? 
Keep exploring the world around you. As you practice tracking you may begin to notice things in 
the track patterns. Don’t dwell on these ‘different things’, but as you get more familiar with 
tracking you will begin to learn what it is you are noticing! 

Look at the evidence in the track and track pattern and ask yourself these questions: 

1. Which direction was the animal heading? 

2. Was it traveling alone or with others? 

3. Was it on a well-worn path? 

4. Was it running, walking, hopping or trotting? 

5. Were other signs along its path? 

6. How far can you follow the trail? Where does the trail end? 

An injured animal might move differently. An animal with a foot, leg, hip or shoulder injury may drag a 
foot, or have a short step. An animal might hold up a hurt leg and go for a distance on just three legs. 

A mother animal travelling with young has quite the track pattern! One adult track with one or 
more little tracks following close by or behind it or wandering back and forth (following their 
nose) shows a little family travelling along. Sometimes, seeing little tracks might throw you off! 

You may be able to tell if the animal you are following is a male or female. In the snow you may 
notice urine spots. Look at where the urine is located relative to the rear foot prints. Urine 
marks from females will end up behind or in line with the rear feet. Male urine marks either are 
slightly in front of the rear tracks or else sprayed off to the side onto the surrounding plants, 
rocks or ground. 

The tracks of adult alternate/diagonal walkers (such as elk or deer) can indicate if a male or 
female made the print. Adult females have a wide pelvis for giving birth. Their rear feet are 
placed to the outside of the front feet in their track 
pattern. Adult males have a broader front end and no 
need for a wider pelvis. The rear footprint will be to the 
inside of the front footprint.  

 33 What else can you tell from a track pattern? 
Wordsearch 

 34 Walk, Watch and Learn 
 35 How You Move’n? 
 13 Guess Who? 
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Chapter 3.5 – Wildlife Signs 
Has your mom or dad ever said to you or your sibling, “I can tell exactly where you have been!”? 
Likely it was not from your footprints in the house, but from other ‘signs’. Maybe you left your 
socks on the floor, cookie crumbs on the counter, or homework scattered. Animals leave many 
other signs other than footprints.  

Most signs are found in areas they frequent or pass through often. Such as: 
• At water sources 
• On trails 
• In foraging, hunting or feeding grounds 
• Close to den sites 
• Close to where food is ‘cached’  
• At appropriate bedding areas 
• Areas close to ‘edge’ 

Hair/fur 
All mammals have hair/fur. Hair is left many places by animals. When they walk along trails hair 
falls out as they brush against their surroundings. Animals get itchy too. They will rub their 
bodies against whatever is closest or use their mouths or feet to get at the itchy area. Hair is 
also found in bedding areas and around dens.  

Birds lose feathers and new ones grow in. Feathers are often found where a bird 
preens, around nesting areas, or where they also have the opportunity to 

brush against their surroundings. 

To find traces of hair look high and low. Work on your hands and knees. If you find hair to 
identify, pick it up with a bag turned inside out or your gloves. Peterson Field Guide: Mammals 
of North America has descriptions of fur and individual hairs if you need to identify what animal 
species your hair is from.  

Left – Bear hair 
caught on a  
broken branch; 
Right – Coarse, 
short deer hair 
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Deer feeding sign Heavy browsing on a bush in a riparian area.  

© Cows and Fish – Alberta Riparian Habitat Management Society 

Browsing/Feeding/Caches 
Animals spend a huge amount of time and energy looking for food or actually eating. Large 
carnivores can be very protective over a ‘cached’ kill. In areas where bears, wolves, or cougars 
are found un-stripped kills should not be approached for your own safety. Bones are really neat 
to look at. You can often see footprints or scat around the remains. Peck marks on ribs are from 
birds. Mammals chew on bones. Animals such as foxes and badgers will continually hunt, storing 
whatever food they have in excess in a cache.  

Herbivores eat a lot of food. If you know what to look for you should be able to start to seeing 
signs of herbivores all around you. Many animals chew on branches and trunks. Rabbits and 
mice tend to ‘girdle’ a tree. Girdling is chewing bark off around the branch or trunk. Don’t 
assume too much by the height of the marks!  Remember winter snow raises the small creatures 
up to the height of the snow banks.  

Many species graze on grass, leaves, and twigs. By 
looking at the bitten off plant you should be able to tell 
something about the animal. Rabbits and rodents leave 
a clean bite. Often twigs are browsed at a 45° angle. No 
tooth marks are present. Cattle, deer, and other 
ungulates leave a jagged bite mark because they only 
have bottom teeth at the front of their mouths and do 
more of a ripping action.  

Browsing is very easy to see in riparian areas, along 
‘edge’ and even in a bluff of bushes at the local park. It 
is common to see one spot heavily grazed or browsed, 
then food left as the animal moves on some and then 
starts to graze or browse again.  

Squirrels and other rodents will leave little piles of 
shells or plants stripped of seeds. Beavers leave some 
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of the most distinct signs of feeding. Trees and branches 
are bitten, peeled and gnawed off into points or the 
shape of a pencil end! Tooth marks are very visible. 

How are you going to learn what herbivores made what 
‘bite’? Well, first just try to pick up that it is a sign, but 
then go out and watch animals eat in the wild- then, 
when they leave go over and study the spot. Twigs, small 
branches, piles of shells or grass blades can be collected 
and better looked at later on at home as long as you 
have permission from the landowner and it’s not an 
endangered plant. 

 

Top – remnants from a squirrel’s lunch; 
Middle – branch chewed off by a beaver 
(Note the size and the tooth marks.); 
Bottom – tree cut down from a beaver 
many years ago. 
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(c) Neil MacKenzie 

Left – A rabbit tunnel and travel corridor through thick grass. Right – A cattle trail is used by many 
other prairie wildlife. 

Tracking Tidbit 

What could a travel 
corridor or trail look like? 
• Hard well beaten path 
• Different widths 
• Broken or pushed  

down vegetation 
 

Travel Corridors or Trails 
Animals are creatures of habit. Most herbivores will 
travel the same route daily. Carnivores have some 
defined routes within the home range which they travel 
through. Travel corridors or trails can be used by one 
animal, a group of the same species or many different 
animal species. Travel corridors are not only great 
themselves for being a sign of wildlife, but for finding 
other wildlife signs along them.  

Wildlife will use human travel corridors too. Roads, 
hiking trails, bike trails or cut lines in forests are all used 
by wildlife. Sometimes human caused barriers such as power lines, fences, roads or yards 
interfere with wildlife travel corridors. Wildlife may then detour around the barrier. They may 
end up with a longer, more complicated route.  

A very narrow trail that goes under a rancher’s fence is likely used by foxes and coyotes. Why? 
Well, both have a narrow track pattern, travel extensively daily, are found in pasture habitats, 
don’t mind people and travel under obstacles not over them.  

Don’t get frustrated if you can’t figure out whose travel corridor it is. Just appreciate the wildlife 
sign! You can stalk out the area and wait to see the wildlife on the trail or you can look for other 
wildlife signs along the trail like hair, rub spots, and scat. Over time you will start to recognize 
who has been using which trails and travel corridors. 

  23 Travel Corridors 
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Deer bedding spots 

 © Julie MacKenzie 

Bedding 
If animals are not eating or traveling they are resting. Some animals have a set resting place. 
Nests, for example, are kept by a bird for the whole time while eggs are incubating and until 
baby birds are able to leave the nest. Dens or burrows may be used by an animal for different 
periods of time depending on: 

1. The time of year. 

2. Food availability being close by. 

3. If they are raising young.  

If you do find a den or burrow, you may need to search for other signs close by to figure out who 
lives there! Look for scratch marks on the ground, urine odor, hairs, scat, bones or feather 
remnants, fresh dug dirt and footprints.  

Foxes dens get so infested 
with fleas that they switch 
dens often and will move 

their young a couple times 
before they are ready to  

be on their own. 

Badgers in Saskatchewan 
tend to have numerous home 
dens that they rotate through 
in a pattern staying a night or 

two and then moving on to 
the next burrow. 

Gophers hold their own  
in their burrow system,  
unless a better burrow  

opens up next door. 

Other animals pick suitable locations to bed down. The location will not be the same as the time 
before, but each species and individual animal within that species looks for particular 
characteristics in a bedding spot. What the animal is looking for in a bedding spot may change 
depending on if they have babies with them, the weather, the time of day, or a threat of 
predation. All animals position their bedding spot so that they can hear or see predators coming 
towards them. A deer will bed-down deep in the forest or tree bluff so they can hear the wolves 
tramping through the forest towards them. 

Bedding areas look different depending on the size of the animal. Ungulates and cattle tend to 
leave an oval shaped flattening of whatever they’ve 
laid on. Rabbits leave a little divot/nest like 
someone came and picked up a rock from the spot 
and moved it out of the way. 

 38 Bedtime 
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Tree where a black bear 
scratched and marked  
her territory 

 

Tracking Tidbit 

Bedding areas generally have these characteristics: 
• Grass, ground or leaves are molded to the shape of the animal 
• Broken vegetation 
• Scat close by down vegetation 

 

Tree marked  
from deer rubbing 

Rubbing  
Animals rub on their surroundings for many different reasons. Some, like bison and cattle rub on 
rocks, downed trees, or fences to get rid of winter hair coats. Rubbed areas will be smoothed 
with hair around the area or hair stuck into any crevasses or hooked on any barbs/knots/things 

that stick out. Ungulates rub on young trees with their antlers to get 
rid of the velvet in the summer. These rub marks look like someone 
came along and stripped off the bark and broke all the branches.  

Sheds or lost antlers are a sign of male ungulates frequenting the 
area. Antlers can pretty much fall off anywhere, but one can 
especially keep an eye out for them along edges, in low areas, and in 
light brush or trees. Antlers can fall off about the same time or it can 
take days before the second one falls off. You are very lucky if you 
find a matching pair. Some avid antler hunters (yes, there are people 
who just search for antlers!) set up antler rubs in hopes of having a 
magnificent animal drop both antlers there.  

 
Cats, bears, raccoons, and squirrels all may leave claw marks. 
Scratching to get at food is very common. Cats and bears claw trees 
to mark their territory.  

 36 Antler Rub 

Wild boars are not native to Saskatchewan  
and have started to become widespread and  
a nuisance. Wild boars are diggers. They root 
around leaving behind ruts, divots and deep  

holes that look like a shovel has been stuck in  
and dug up, flipped over and moved on to next 
patch. They make fast work of crops and soil. 
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Tubular shaped – majority of dog family, 
raccoons, skunks, wolverines, bears 

Fattened threads – weasel family 

Tear drop or tapered shape – cat family  

M&M shaped – rabbits and hares 

Pencil lead shaped – rodent family  
(mouse scat top; ground squirrel scat bottom) 

Tubular and tapered at both ends  
(between dog and cat) – fox 
 

Oblong shaped, may have nipple at end – deer 

Scat and Urine 
Scat is a nice word for poop (we’ll wait for you to stop giggling). Like a footprint, scat is distinct 
for each species. It can be used to identify who was around and where they went. 

The size and shape of the scat are the main things you’ll be looking at when trying to figure out 
who left the poop. Identifying scat takes lots of practice just like track identification. The weather 
and what the animal ate will impact how the scat looks and might fool you. For example, you 
might think rabbit scat is deer scat after it has frozen and thawed every day for a week!   

The shape of the scat can help you identify which species or animal family it came from.  
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 37 Who Left the Poop?!? 

Carnivore scat will contain remains of their lunch such as hair, bone pieces, and insect 
exoskeletons. Herbivore scat will contain plant fibres, seeds and shells. Many animals’ 
diets change depending on the time of year. A coyote’s scat found on a prairie 
road in August will be mostly exoskeletons… from grasshoppers!  

Deer, elk and moose scat will land with more of a splat in the summer when plants are lush and 
growing fast with lots of water in them. In the winter, the scat lands as dry and fibrous pellets 
because that’s what the plants are like. Specific scat descriptions for different Saskatchewan 
wildlife are found in Unit 3. 

When you gotta go, you gotta go! Scat can often be 
found along trails, roads, and hiking paths as wildlife 
cross these areas or use them to travel along. The 
transition zone between any habitat types (‘edges’) is 
a good place to look for scat. Our pet cats and dogs 
have been trained to go in a litter box or a certain area 
of the yard. But, wild animals often leave scat where 
they were feeding or close by. Scat can also be found 
outside dens or burrows.  

Urine (pee) is a visible sign in winter. However, it is still a useful sign when there is no snow on 
the ground. By tuning in your sense of smell you just might find an urination spot as you walk 
along. Urine is used by wildlife to claim dead food, attract a mate, or mark territories. Scat can 
be used as a secondary means to mark territory too. 

Tracking Tidbit 

Does your pet dog  
stop to pee a million  
times along a walk? 

Your dog is stopping  
to mark his territory! 

Courtesy of tundra comics, www.tundracomics.com 
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Pellets 
A cool thing that hawks, eagles and owls do is regurgitate or bring up “pellets”. It is almost like 
what you would expect of a cat coughing up a hair ball – almost like them puking it up. Pellets 
contain the fur, bones, teeth, feathers or hard outer exoskeleton (from insects and arthropods) of 
what they ate. In Saskatchewan we are most likely to come across owl and hawk pellets. However, 
golden eagles can be found in the southwest and bald eagles nest in the boreal ecoregion.  

Pellets are a sure sign that a hawk or owl has used the 
area to perch. Hawks and owls are territorial animals 
meaning they have a set nest and a general home range 
around it where they may perch, hunt and spend their 
time. Hunting areas vary in size. 

There are some good places to look for pellets. Pellets 
can be found under trees around nest areas. Pellets can 
be found at the base of fence posts where the bird may 
have perched. You may also find small rodent skulls that 
the bird was unable to swallow. Hawks and owls 
generally like to sit in areas where they are able to see 
what is going on around them.  

If you find a pellet, be sure to grab it with gloves, a stick or a bag over your hand (then 
turn the bag onto the pellet and you will have it in the bag). Label the bag so you know 
where you picked up the pellet. Remember too, that birds often come back to the same 

perch or approximately the same perch! Write down in your observation notebook where 
to come back to again. For example: 20 posts north from the corner by the road. 

 
What will the things you see in the pellet look like? Fur will look like wet matted fur all stuck 
together. Exoskeletons will be broken bits and will be almost like fingernails in texture. 
Exoskeletons are generally black or brown in colour on the prairies because that is the color of 
our insects!  

Teeth will tend to be small, flat at one end or grooved just like your molars. A rodent’s tooth can 
be as small as a pencil lead and up to as big as a shelled sunflower seed. Bones are super 
interesting. Remember, these bones were from really small rodents or other birds so don’t 
expect anything huge. Bones will be as thin as a toothpick or needle. They may be broken into 
parts or whole. You can check to see if a bone is whole or a piece with a magnifying glass. 
Broken bones will be jagged at an end. 

Tracking Tidbit 

Do not disturb nests and  
be cautious of protective 

parents with sharp talons! 

With binoculars, scope  
out where the birds are 
flying and landing to be  
able to find some signs! 
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Ron Dudley captured these amazing photos of a Swainson’s 
hawk regurgitating a pellet. This is a one of a kind series of 
pictures! Thank you Ron for sharing them.  

www.featherphotography.com 
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 39 Pellet Picking 
 40 Wildlife Sign Matching 
 41 Wildlife Signs 
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Chapter 3.6 – The Rules of Tracking 
These basic rules of tracking will help you out in the field. 

1. No matter what, the first track down is the first track made. If rabbit tracks are in and 
under fox tracks the fox could be after the rabbit! For direct registering alternate 
walkers the front footprint is always under or partly under the back footprint.  

2. Toes point in the 
direction of travel. If an 
animal walks backwards it 
is only ever for a very 
short amount of time. 
They may be trying to get 
away from something or 
someone approaching 
their face. Likely they are 
pulling at food or bedding materials or getting out of a sticky situation.  

3. As soon as a track is made the elements start to change it. Expert trackers spend 
years learning how tracks and signs are weathered and change over time. Some 
trackers can tell right to the hour when a track was made! 

Rain after a track is made will tend to wash down the distinct ridges and imprints from 
toes, claws and heel pads. Rain before a track is made can soften the ground and make 
prints more distinct.  

Snowy weather can affect the way the track looks too. Animals can sink in deep snow 
making the track look bigger than it actually is. The leg can push deep into the snow 

Courtesy of tundra comics, www.tundracomics.com 
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bank and change the shape of the track as it goes into and comes out of the snow bank. 
Even when it is below zero snow has a tendency to change over time (crystallize, 
harden, slump). Melting snow will slump in the track’s sides. The track will appear larger 
than it really was and misshapen.  

It is nearly a ‘sure thing’ that it will be windy on the Saskatchewan prairies this week! 
Wind effects the way tracks look. Wind can move debris, soil, snow, and vegetation into 
any track. The fresher or looser the winter snow, the faster wind will blow in the tracks. 
Tracks impacted by a strong wind may just show up as small divots or shallow dished 
areas in the ground. Getting close to the ground will help you see weathered tracks.  

The sun’s warmth quickly changes a track. In the winter, snow will slump into the track 
off the edges creating a larger divot which causes the track to look larger than it actually 
is. A track can also be distorted in the summer by heat. If a track is made in mud heat 
will dry it out and potentially make it look older than it is. 

 43 Tracking Through Time 

4. The ‘mediums’ you track in will impact the way the track looks. When we talk about 
the medium we mean the soil, snow, grass or gravel – really the thing that the foot 
comes in contact with and then pushes off from. What mediums do you think would 
be easy to track in? The best tracking mediums are soft enough to leave an 
impression (loose or wet) but yet firm enough to hold that impression when the foot 
is lifted and not allow the animal to sink too 
deep. 
• Wet ground 
• Firm mud 
• Moist sand  
• Loose dirt  
• Powdery snow on a firm base  

Tracking over more difficult mediums will become exciting and fun as you become more 
in tune with your senses and use your tracking stick. What mediums would be more 
difficult? Examples might include a leaf covered area, gravel path, grassy area or deep 
‘sink up to your waist’ type snow banks. 

 44 Tracking Mediums 

5. Look from at all different heights and angles. By moving around, up and down, and 
side-to-side you may be able to pick up on different tracks. The angle of the sun in 
the morning and then again in the late afternoon into the evening creates the best 
light for picking up tracks. 

 

Tracking Tidbit 

HINT – gently lift the 
 leaves to see a track 

impression in the soil below. 
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6. Tuning in all of your senses. We have five senses: taste, smell, sound/hearing, touch 
and sight. We often think tracking is just about using the sense of sight to look for the 
track on the ground. But actually the best tracking experiences are ones where you 
can tune in all five of your senses. 

Taste and smell are two senses that are very closely linked. Closing your eyes, breathing in 
deeply and then taking air in your mouth will allow you to zero in on the smells around 
you. Get down on your hands and knees. Follow your nose to pretty cool animal signs. 

 If you sit very still with your eyes closed you might be amazed at all of the sounds 
around you. To zero in on sounds you can cup your ear with your hands and move 
towards the sound. You may find where the sound is coming from and then begin to 
pick up on the other animal signs around. Try finding a noisy cricket or a croaking frog! 

Our sense of touch can be exhilarating! Start touching things – not only with your hands 
but your feet, arms, legs and cheeks. Touching the tracks you find may help you visualize 

the foot that made it. Being on your hands 
and knees outside touching every inch of 
ground is not crazy – it can be absolutely fun!  

We can also improve our sense of sight when 
tracking. Scan the entire area. Look at 
EVERYTHING from different angles and 
heights to give you a new prospective. 

Take what you know about habitats, how wildlife are drawn towards using ‘edges’ and which  
tracking mediums show the best tracks and put them all together. There, you will be able to 
tune in your senses and find animal tracks and signs.  

 16 Tuning in your Senses 
 42 Rules of Tracking Fill in the Blank 
 45 Where in the World? Cool Tracking Adventure 

 
 

Tracking Tidbit 

If you are feeling wild and 
crazy put on your bathing suit 
and head out in a warm rain. 

Savour how it feels! 
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Unit 4: Who’s Been Here? 
Venturing out in the Winter 

Members and Leaders can choose to do either Unit 4 (winter) or Unit 3 (summer)  
depending on what time of year they will do most of their 4-H project. 

What You Will Learn 
• Winter is a great time to track with the proper preparation to keep you safe in the 

elements. Deep snow and thin ice can be dangerous. 
• Wildlife behaviours are different in the winter. Mating occurs, animals use any stored 

food or caches and they become less picky about food sources if hungry. Other animals 
may shift home ranges or migrate. 

• Snow is a medium that greatly impacts a track. Tracks can appear larger than they really 
are, they can become blown in with snow, or they can melt with changing temperatures. 

• Other winter wildlife signs to watch for are: trailing, urine spots, caches, bedding spots 
with good thermal cover and scat on top of the snow. 



 

Animal Tracking Reference Guide  •  55 

 

Unit 4 Activities list 
1 Tracking Trek 

2 Plaster Casts of Tracks (dirt, sand) 

3 Taking a Print Cast in the Snow! 

4 Bring on the Tracks – Attracting Wildlife 

5 Getting up Close and Personal – A Visit to the Zoo 

6 Tracking ‘em Down (Year-long project) 

7 Animal Tracks Apps 

8 Pet Print Project 

10 Sign Scavenger Hunt 

11 Recording Tracks – Photography 

12 Mantracker Movie Night 

13 Guess Who? 

25 Who Am I? 

45 Where in the World? Cool Tracking Adventure 

48 Fox and Goose – Winter or Summer 

49 Winter Tracking Crossword 

50 Winter Tracks Fallen Phrases Puzzles 
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Chapter 4.1 – Extra Winter Safety 

Heading out in the winter can be lots of fun and great 
exercise, especially if you have been cooped up in the 
house for a while already! It takes more energy for you 
to walk in the cold, through the snow, and in winter 
clothes than it would in the summer. Keep that in mind 
when you plan how far you’ll track and how long you 
want to be out. Weather can change quickly. Dress in 
layers. You can easily moderate your temperature by 
adding and subtracting clothes. Mittens, a toque, a face 
cover, and warm breathable boots are essential. 
Snowshoes are easy to use. They distribute your weight 
so you can stay on top of the snow. 

If you are venturing out into rural or forest areas with 
your 4-H club, leader, parent or tracking friend 
remember that not all roads to get to your favourite 
areas or the actual natural area are accessible in the winter. Some roads are not plowed in the 
winter. If you get lost or stuck locals will not think to look for you there.  

Ice can be thin. Caution especially needs to be taken in the areas where water 
could be flowing under the ice and places where muskrats or beavers will 

live and will keep the ice thin.  

 48 Fox and Goose – Winter or Summer 
 

Tracking Tidbit 

There are extra things  
you should have for winter 

tracking: clothing made 
 of wool to wick away 

moisture, a warm drink or 
liquidy food in a thermos, 
plenty of water to drink, 
extra mittens, hand/foot 
warmers, matches, and 

extra clothing. 
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Chapter 4.2 – Animal Behaviour in the Winter  
Small animals have left their grown babies long before the winter, but many of the larger 
animals wean and leave their young through the fall and winter. The parent(s) has given the 
young a good chance at survival and it is time for independence.  

To have young in the spring again breeding takes place over the fall and winter. Ungulates 
especially get goofy during the rut. Males are noisy, confrontational and not scared off easily. 

An animal’s goal during the winter is to expend as little energy as possible. Winter in 
Saskatchewan is much harder to make it through than in Florida!  Why do you think retired 
grandparents head south?  An animal’s behavioural tendency is to find a good food source and 
repeatedly go back to it. In the summer animals don’t settle, but continue to look for something 
‘better’. Food that was cached diligently in the summer and early fall is used as needed.  

To use as little energy as 
possible an animal will use the 
same track or trail over and 
over. They may also use the 
same trail as another animal. 
You will likely see trails 
between feeding grounds and 
bedding areas or dens. 

Some wildlife shift home 
ranges or habitats in the 
winter months. They may use 
only specific habitat or 
vegetation type. Herbivores 
may move to where a plentiful 
supply of plants or more 
nutritious plants are found. 
Carnivores may follow food sources further away from where they spent the summer. 

 49 Winter Tracking Crossword 
Tracking Tidbit 

Winter Habitat Shift – The obvious one  
is the birds that fly south for the winter.  
But did you realize some birds such as  
the snowy owl actually move south to 

Southern Saskatchewan for the winter? 

Courtesy of tundra comics, www.tundracomics.com 

And on the same well beaten path that morning… 
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Chapter 4.3 – What you will see of a Track 
• Tracks often appear larger than they really are if the animal breaks through the snow 

crust. When the foot is pulled out it usually collapses more snow into the track. This is 
especially true of animals in a forward motion.  

• If the back foot is set in the same place as the front foot was the track will appear larger 
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• Wind can blow snow into tracks which cause them to be distorted. You may just see a 
divot where the track is.  

• The warmth of the sun changes prints as snow crystals change form. 
• Use your own print as a guide to the freshness of the track and the weight of the animal. 

How deep did the animal sink in comparison to you?  

Learning about track patterns for winter tracking is particularly important because footprints 
become weathered in an extremely short amount of time. 

To narrow down the animal species that made the snowy track: 

1. Figure out what track pattern (gait) you are looking at. 

2. Determine the habitat you are in. 

3. Make a mental list of which animals with that track pattern it could be. 

4. Further identify the animal based on the track characteristics (number of toes, heel 
pads, claws) and size. 

 50 Winter Tracks Fallen Phrases Puzzles 
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Chapter 4.4 – Other Wildlife Signs in Winter 

In Saskatchewan it can often be easiest to pick out wildlife signs in the winter. Why? Well, signs tend 
to stand out against the rest of the white snowy landscape. A tree branch that has been bitten off 
has no leaves around it and the dead grass and leaves below the tree are covered in snow. 

Urine shows up incredibly well against snow. Winter is the easiest time to practice the art of 
determining if an animal you are tracking is male or female (See Chapter 3.4 – What Else You 
Can Tell from a Track Pattern). 

Fresh browsing is fairly noticeable in the winter. Snow banks can raise the small wildlife such as 
rabbits and mice up higher to tender shoots or branches that are otherwise out of reach in the 
summer. Ungulates paw the ground to get at vegetation below the snow. 

Animals who live in dens or burrows maintain them during the winter. For those animals 
without a permanent home, bedding down in a good location is really important when the 
weather is harsh. The less energy an animal has to put into staying warm and dry means less 
energy being spent looking for food (which is the fuel for the energy).  

Wildlife look for bedding locations close to food with good thermal cover and protection from 
the wind in the winter. So where are good places to look? In bushes, against fallen wood or 
brush piles, along tree or hedge rows on the side protected from the wind, in farmer’s bale 
stacks, or in tall standing vegetation along riparian areas. 

Mice and voles bury into the snow. They then run in tunnels under the snow banks feeding on 
grass and seeds and staying warm. Look for rodent holes into the snow bank or places where a 
carnivore has gone digging looking for mice under the snow.  

Many animals work hard all summer to store or cache food for the winter. It is a “just-in-case 
food storage” for if it gets hard to find food. An animal tries to keeps its cache a big secret! 
Caches are hard to find because they can be tucked under rockpiles, in logs, in underground 
burrows or under mounds of dirt.  

Once an animal starts to use its ‘cache’ the tables turn! You should be able to find it easily then! 
You will see disturbed snow, dirt, and stones being moved about. A lot of tracks will be around 
the area and a well beaten trail will show up leading to the cache. 

Scat identification in the winter can be tricky for two reasons: 

1. Scat can absorb moisture from its surroundings making it swell up larger than it really is. 

2. Scat is pretty warm when it hits the snow and may melt the snow it is sitting on. This 
can cause the scat to become a different shape. Scat may seem like it is older than it 
really is because it is now below the snow instead of on top of it! 
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Unit 5: Who’s Been Here?  
Venturing out in Spring and Summer 

Members and Leaders can choose to do either Unit 4 (winter) or Unit 3 (summer)  
depending on what time of year they will do most of their 4-H project. 

What You Will Learn 
• Summer is a great time to track with almost anywhere with the longer days! Take care to 

guard against insects and too much heat. Be cautious of open water and thick mud. 
• Wildlife mothers can be protective over their young. Animals who cache food start 

preparing for the winter again.  
• Riparian areas are an excellent place to look for wildlife signs as the heat means 

hydration is important. 
• Tracking mediums are wide ranging in the summer. Sometimes only part of a print may 

show up. Mud is an excellent medium to pull a good print from. 
• Other summer wildlife signs to watch for are: scat is looser as vegetation contains a lot of 

water and diets can vary greatly; riparian areas are a hub of activities; new spring twigs, 
branches and grass is grazed.  
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Unit 5 Activities List 
1 Tracking Trek 

2 Plaster Casts of Tracks (dirt, sand) 

3 Taking a Print Cast in the Snow! 

4 Bring on the Tracks – Attracting Wildlife 

5 Getting up Close and Personal – A Visit to the Zoo 

6 Tracking ‘em Down (Year-long project) 

7 Animal Tracks Apps 

8 Pet Print Project 

10 Sign Scavenger Hunt 

11 Recording Tracks – Photography 

12 Mantracker Movie Night 

13 Guess Who? 

25 Who Am I? 

45 Where in the World? Cool Tracking Adventure 

48 Fox and Goose – Winter or Summer 

51 Summer Tracking Crossword 

52 Summer Tracks Fallen Phrases Puzzles 
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FINALLY! It’s summer time! The long cold winter is over and the birds are singing. Tracking is an 
art of observation no matter the time of year. Lots of practice is needed so don’t give up. Take 
pride in all the small things you are able to observe on a daily walk, in your backyard or on a full 
day visit to a natural area.  

Chapter 5.1 – Extra Spring and Summer Safety 
There are some extra things to keep in mind for tracking in the summer to keep you and the 
wildlife you may encounter safe. 

Tracking in the early morning or later in the afternoon into the evening will keep you out of the 
hottest part of the day. The most intense UV rays are between 10:30 a.m. and 3:00 p.m. so don’t 
count on only applying insect repellent once. Pack sunscreen, a hat, insect repellent, lots of 
water and a light long sleeved shirt to protect you from insects and the sun.  

Animal babies are born in the spring and early 
summer. It is nature’s way of making sure 
babies are as old as possible when they go into 
winter so they have the best chance of survival. 
Young animals are a huge treat to see! But, all 
mothers with young will be protective of their 
babies. This includes animals like birds, 
squirrels, foxes, elk and bears. Respect an 
animal’s space and observe from a distance. 
Mothers tuck their babies into safe places when 
they have to be out hunting or foraging for 
food. They tell them to stay where they are put. Baby animals such as deer or elk are rarely ever 
actually abandoned. 

As we found out in Chapter 2.4, riparian areas are a good place to look for wildlife. Open water 
can be a hazard. Even if you are a good swimmer you should be cautious around water. Flowing 
water and swift currents are dangerous. Even the thick muddy bottoms of sloughs can be 
hazardous – getting stuck, tiring out quickly and falling over into the water are all risks. 

 48 Fox and Goose – Winter or Summer 
 

© Krista Connick Todd 
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Fawn foot print 

Chapter 5.2 – Animal Behaviour in the Summer  
Animals behave differently in the spring and summer as compared to the winter. Think of how 
you feel those first warm, melting spring days – puddle jumping anyone? On a warm summer’s 
night after a hot day the evening is refreshing.  

Mothers spend their summers raising young. The 
section above reminds you of the dangers of getting 
too close. Young spend most of their time playing and 
exploring. They will tumble, roll and wrestle with their 
siblings. Young carnivores may aimlessly follow their 
noses. Babies follow close beside mom. A set of large 
tracks with smaller tracks beside them are more than 
likely young on an outing with mom. If you are hoping 
to see signs of young animals look in what looks like a 
protected or concealed areas or close to known dens or burrows. 

From March 20 until June 21 the days get longer. They remain relatively long all summer 
shortening again by the fall equinox in September. Longer days are significant for wildlife 
because they tend to spend more time active in the long dawn and dusk periods. They may 
cover more ground and make more tracks to see.  

Hotter days mean the animals that rely 
on water bodies for hydration will go to 
the water more frequently or find a 
place to bed down close by during the 
heat of the day. Animals with 
underground burrows remain in them 
during the heat of the day. 

An abundant diversity of food is 
available in the summer. Wildlife select 
the foods that are most nutritious and 
can help them gain weight or 
‘condition’ to prepare for the next long 
cold winter. Some animals may have 
access to foods that are only available in the summer. Insects and eggs are very good examples. 
Are there any other examples you can think of? 

In the summer, animals such as squirrels, gophers, badgers, and red foxes will collect food and 
store or cache it for later. Herbivores will eat the most luscious plants and walk by ones they 
would normally eat in the winter.  

(c) Neil MacKenzie 
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 Chapter 5.3 – What You Will See of a Track 
• The mud around riparian areas is a great place to look for tracks. 
• Rain can cause tracks to slump in or be blurred.  
• Wind will blow dirt, pebbles, sand, leaves, twigs and grass into tracks.  
• A small indent might be the only thing left visible from a track. 
• Often if the medium is harder the heel pads or a few toes might be the only parts of the 

track that show up (for example two out of five toes show). 
• Carefully lift leaves to see the imprint of tracks in soft soil below. 
• Grass might be slightly pushed down in the direction of travel. 
• Trails, escape routes and travel corridors may not be as visible as in the 

snow, but they are there. Look in cropland, between dens, and heading 
to a water source. 

 51 Summer Tracking Crossword 
 52 Summer Tracks Fallen Phrases Puzzles 
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Chapter 5.4 – Other Wildlife Signs in Summer 
There are other wildlife signs besides footprints that you should watch for when you are hot on 
the trail of an animal in the summer. 

Riparian areas are happening places in the summer. Animals tend to bed down during the day in 
moist, cool spots. Flattened grass is a good indication of a bedding spot. Nests are active in the 
summer. Remnants of egg shells from baby birds hatching are a treat to see. You may also find 
shells from eggs that have been preyed upon.  

Herbivore scat can look quite a bit different in the 
summer than in the winter. For herbivores the 
vegetation that they eat in the summer contains a lot 
more water than winter vegetation. New tree branches 
and saplings contain a great deal less fibre than older 
branches and twigs. Fruit is juicy in the summer, but 
dries and shrivels by the winter. Summer scat will be way 
looser. It may certainly land with a splat!   

Carnivore scat will show differences also. For carnivores, 
water is more easily accessible in the summer and they 
do not have to rely on snow for moisture. Fresh prey is 
way more tender and moist than prey that has been 
cached for the winter. It is like comparing steak to beef jerky! Scat may be moister and form a 
looser shape. 

The summer heat and moisture quickly breaks down scat into an unrecognizable pile of poo! 

Tender new spring shoots make a delicious lunch for animals that browse. Different wildlife 
species select different shrubs to eat. At first wildlife will browse areas closest to their main 
travel corridors or where they feel safe. However, browsing and grazing animals are more likely 
to eat a little bit and continue to move on in the summer than in the winter.  

  

Deer browsing 
and deer scat 
in cluster form 

© Kim Cabrera 

Tracking Tidbit 

Try This! 

Feel grass left over from 
last year and then new 

grass from this year. Any 
moisture difference? 

Try this with leaves too. 
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Unit 6: Key Saskatchewan Wildlife 

What You Will Learn 
• Saskatchewan has a long list of wildlife species you may come upon. Eleven key 

Saskatchewan animal species are discussed in detail. 
• Learn about their habitat, track, track pattern and other signs. 
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Unit 6 Activities List 
1 Tracking Trek 

2 Plaster Casts of Tracks (dirt, sand) 

3 Taking a Print Cast in the Snow! 

4 Bring on the Tracks – Attracting Wildlife 

5 Getting up Close and Personal – A Visit to the Zoo 

6 Tracking ‘em Down (Year-long project) 

7 Animal Tracks Apps 

8 Pet Print Project 

10 Sign Scavenger Hunt 

11 Recording Tracks – Photography 

12 Mantracker Movie Night 

13 Guess Who? 

25 Who Am I? 

46 Your Saskatchewan Animal Signs 

47 Animal Track Match 

48 Fox and Goose – Winter or Summer 
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Whether you live in the city, a small town or out on 
an acreage or farm there are some fairly common 
Saskatchewan animal species that you may end up on 
the trail of. Your field guide Animal Tracks of 
Saskatchewan will have more in-depth information 
about each species. If there is a species you are 
interested in not in your 4-H Manual, explore your 
field guide! Other wonderful field guides can be 
borrowed from your library or found at your local 
book store or online. 

 46 Your Saskatchewan Animal Signs 
 47 Animal Track Match 
 25 Who Am I? 
 48 Fox and Goose – Winter or Summer 

 

Tracking Tidbit 

Beware of reading online 
species descriptions that  
are not from a reputable 
scientific source. Species 

descriptions and 
characteristics might be 
significantly different in 

Florida or southern Texas 
compared to Saskatchewan! 
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Domestic Dog 
Most dogs are pets and are found where people live. Sometimes un-tame 
dogs without an owner live in the wild and will roam through rural or 
forested areas. Dog tracks come in many different sizes with small 
variations in shape. Look for four distinct toes with claws as well as a pad 
that allows the dogs to distribute most if their weight. There is a separation 
between the toes and pad.  

Big or small, a dog’s track pattern is the same. A walking dog’s front foot is 
followed by its back foot in close proximity to the front foot print in an alternate 
track pattern with indirect registry. Their trail may wander quite a bit as they 
follow their nose. A dog’s running prints are spaced out and are a galloping 
pattern. They stretch out their front feet first followed up by both back feet.  

To determine if it is a dog or a wild coyote or fox look at the habitat the track 
was found in. Coyotes and Foxes walk a much straighter track pattern, foxes 
always have hair between their toes and heel pad and coyotes have a very oval 
shaped track.  

Other Signs? 
• Dog scat is usually large and twisted. A domestic dog eats table scraps 

and/or dog food. Scat is soft and consistent in appearance.  
• Dogs like to dig and burry things. 
• Male dogs (and the odd female dog) will lift their leg to urinate. They are 

marking their territory. 
• Human footprints often accompany a dog’s footprints. 
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Domestic Cat 
Domestic cats are either pets or un-tame cats that still live in close 
association with people. Barn or farm cats, alley cats or town cats work 
to keep mice populations down. Cats have four toes and a pad similar to 
a dog. However, cats have retractable claws that are very sharp and only 
extended to climb things or kill prey like birds, mice or gophers.  

Domestic cats have a well-defined track pattern. They are very clean and 
precise when they walk. A cat’s normal walk is an alternate gait with 
footprints direct registering. This means that the back footprint falls exactly 
on top of the front footprint the majority of the time. 

Fox and domestic cat tracks may look similar. However, fox footprints show 
claws. Domestic cats eat mainly manufactured cat food or table scraps. 
Some cats will eat mice or birds if the opportunity arises.  

Other Signs? 
• Most cats have very small and twisted scat. It is hard to find because 

they like to dig up dirt then poop in the spot and re-cover it back up. 
• Males lift their tails and urinate to mark their territory. This is often 

called ‘spraying’. 
• Cats sharpen their claws on wood (or other objects like the couch or 

carpet!). 
• Cats will often kill birds or mice and leave them for their masters as a 

present on the sidewalk, deck or front step! 
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Red Squirrel 
Red squirrels are commonly seen and heard in parks, forests and treed 
areas. A squirrel’s front footprint has five distinct clawed toes and a heel 
pad. Their back footprints show only four clawed toes and a heel pad.  

A squirrel’s normal walking gait is a gallop. They land with their front 
feet and pull their back feet around and to the front. In the deep snow 
red squirrel tracks look like two diamonds right next to each other. A 
squirrel’s footprint is a hard track to find, but he is a very easy 
‘criminal’ to hear from the tree tops and see the evidence of their 
activities.  

Other Signs? 
• If you have ever been in the forest you would have heard their 

loud high-pitched chirps, chatter and squeaks when you are close 
to them.  

• Squirrels are always collecting and removing the shells of seeds, 
pine cones, bark, etc. The pile of scraps left is commonly called a 
midden pile. Midden piles are all different sizes. A squirrel might 
sit high up on a tree and drop scraps down from there or perch on 
the edge of a small stump or fallen log and drop scraps only a few 
centimeters.  

• Squirrel scat can be hard to find. It is normally very small and 
cylinder in shape. It is a little bigger than mouse scat. 

• A squirrel maintains more than one nest in tree holes or round 
dens that look like big balls of twigs and leaves. They are always 
busy bringing nesting material in and out. 



 

72  •  Animal Tracking Reference Guide 

 

Whitetail Deer 
The whitetail deer comes by its name honestly! The white under their tails 
stays hidden until they run for safety or gallop from one area to the next. 
Then you see their tail flickering up and flashing the white underside. 
Whitetail deer are very adaptable creatures. You will find deer in the 
forest, prairie, farmland, or even in urban areas. Whitetail deer only need 
to be close to trees or shrubs with low leaves or just a patch of grass!  

Whitetail deer footprints show a hoof with two toes that make a split 
heart shaped impression. When they run or in soft mediums two 
dewclaws might show up just slightly behind the print. 

A Whitetail deer’s normal walking gait is an alternate track pattern. The back 
footprints land directly on the front footprints (direct registry). How can you 
tell a whitetail’s track apart from other ungulates? Fast mule deer leave a 
bouncing four-print track pattern. Elk have longer and wider footprints. 
Antelope leave wider prints. 

Other Signs? 
• It is very hard to tell if a sign is made by a mule deer or whitetail deer. 
• Whitetail deer scat is oval shaped with a nipple on the end. It can fall 

into a pile of little pellets or come out as soft pellets stuck together.  
• When ungulates browse they rip the branches rather than cut 

through them like rabbits and rodents. Browsing may be in patches. 
• Whitetail deer rub on young trees. Rubs look like someone came 

along and peeled the bark off the tree. 
• Deer leave a bedding area oval-in-shape. Bedding spots are about the 

size of the oval made when a teenager or adult holds out their arms 
in an oval in front of them. 
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Black Bear 
Black bears are found in the forests of Saskatchewan and in the 
transition areas with mixed forest and farmland. They have large 
home ranges that depend on the food supplies that are available but 
they do spend the majority of their time in their dens. Black bears 
are omnivores. 

A black bear walks flat footed like a person does. A black bear’s 
footprint has five toes with claws on each foot with a large heel pad. 
Sometimes only the four outer toe prints show up. 

The black bear’s normal walking gait is a pacer. Its wide and heavy body 
makes it easiest to walk this way. Don’t be fooled though! Black bears can 
climb trees and can move at a very fast pace. 

Other Signs? 
• Dens can be a spot under a tree, a hollow in the ground, a ditch, a 

hollowed tree, a brush pile or a cave. 
• You may see holes with lots of scratch marks around them as you walk 

through the forest. Black bears love to dig up insects such as ants. 
• Black bears are not what you would call graceful. They lumber 

through the forest, rub on trees and brush and claw on larger trees. 
• Black bear scat will look different depending on what the bear ate 

(berries, meat, fish, eggs or insects). It usually is a pile of cylinder-
shaped segments. 

• Black bears will cover their killed food with leaves, twigs and dirt. If 
you find a dead animal covered up leave the area immediately. 
Bears can be protective over their kills. 
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Deer Mouse 
Deer mice are a very adaptable species. They’ll be in rural and urban 
areas and in close association with people. Deer Mouse tracks are 
small (about the size of a Rice Krispie) and can be pretty hard to see 
if the conditions are dry. The tracks can be very noticeable in snow, 
mud, or dust. In these ideal conditions the front footprints show four 
toes with claws and multiple pads that make up the heel area. The 
back footprint shows five toes with claws and multiple claws that 
make up the heel area.  

A deer mouse’s regular walking gait is a gallop. Sometimes, if the snow 
or mud conditions are just right you might see a faint line of the tail 
drag. It is hard to tell deer mouse and field mouse tracks/signs apart 
but a field mouse does tend to hop further between tracks. 

Other Signs? 
• Mice poop a lot! Scat the size and shape of a dull pencil lead can 

be found where they eat and walk. 
• Mice cache food. Caches of seeds are very common. 
• Mice make a covered nest with a side entrance. If you see a nest it 

will resemble a softball sized pile of ‘stuff’. Mice will make their 
nests out of nearly anything they can get their claws on! 

• Mice may gnaw off the bark around the base of a young tree or 
bush (called gurdling). 
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Coyote 
Coyotes love open pastures, grasslands, cropland or treed areas. 
Sometimes coyote tracks are hard to pick out because they use roads as a 
common travel corridor. Tracks can be smeared by other footprints or 
vehicle tire tracks.  

A Coyote’s footprint shows four toes with claws on each foot. Often only 
the two middle toes show up in a footprint because of how light on 
coyotes are on their feet. The heel pads on the back feet are smaller than 
the front heel pads.  

A coyote normally walks in an alternating track pattern with a really long 
stride. Their back footprint can land exactly on the front footprint or 
slightly off to one side. If the dog is considered the wanderer in the family 
then the coyote is the cousin on a mission!  Coyotes have a very straight 
track pattern and tend to trot almost all of the time. When coyotes run they 
change gait into a gallop. 

Other Signs? 
• From dusk on coyotes will yip and bark to communicate with other 

coyotes or taunt domestic dogs. 
• Coyote dens can be found on hillside, in steep ditches or in rock piles. 

Each den has many entrances. Coyotes will change dens often to get 
away from the fleas and mites that eventually infest them. 

• Coyotes use their same well beaten trails daily. 
• Scat is commonly found along roadways or trails. 
• Coyotes are primarily carnivores but they will eat berries if they get 

hungry! Scat could have bones, hair, teeth or exoskeletons in it. 
• Scat is tubular – about the diameter of a fat hotdog. 
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Cottontail Rabbit (Eastern) 
Some people fondly refer to cottontail rabbits as bush bunnies. The 
cottontail rabbit likes to hide near bushes and in depressions in the 
soil. They spend most of their time in dense bush or high vegetation 
hiding from predators such as coyotes, wolves or bobcats.  

A cottontail rabbit has four toes with claws on all four feet. The back 
feet are at least twice as big as the front feet. The actual footprint can 
be hard to see sometimes because the hair on the bottom of the foot 
makes the prints smeared to look almost like an upside-down 
exclamation mark! 

The cottontail rabbit’s normal walking gait is a gallop. Looking from above 
its track pattern looks like a triangle or a Y. The back feet are usually always 
in front of the front feet. The front feet are stay close together so that the 
rabbit is stable when it pushes off with its back feet.  

Snowshoe Hares and Jackrabbits have much larger footprints and a longer 
stride than the cottontail rabbit. 

Other Signs? 
• Cottontail rabbits leave small, egg-shaped bedding spots in grass, 

under trees or in between shrubs. Hair or scat may be close by. 
• They will strip trees/shrubs by gnawing on branches and trunks.  
• Cottontail rabbits bite off twigs and buds at 45° angles. The bite 

mark will almost look like they were pruned!  
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Richardson’s Ground Squirrel (a.k.a Gopher) 
The Richardson’s ground squirrel is most commonly called a gopher in 
Saskatchewan. The gopher is in the rodent family (like mice). They live 
in underground burrow systems in cropland, ditches, hay land, 
pastures, parks and backyards. They prefer short vegetation because 
it is easier to see predators such as foxes, coyotes, badgers and 
weasels coming.  

Gopher footprints can be hard to see except in wet or freshly dug 
soils. When the footprint is clear you will see five toes on the back 
footprint and four toes on the front footprint. Gophers have a fifth 
front toe but it doesn’t show in a track. Claw marks show up at the 
ends of the toes. 

If you get a chance to sit and watch a gopher you will see that it is in 
and out of its hole practically a million times a day! The tracks, track 
pattern, and the route the gopher took can be really hard to figure 
out!   A gopher’s track pattern is a lot like a squirrel’s. They scurry 
along and are back and forth from their hole continually working on 
storing food for the winter. A gopher’s normal gait is a gallop. 

The Thirteen-lined Ground Squirrel is also found in Saskatchewan and has 
many of the same signs as the Richardson’s ground squirrel. The lucky 
thing for you is ground squirrels are inquisitive. If you know one is 
underground just sit back a short distance and wait patiently. Before you 
know it the ground squirrel will pop its head out of the hole and you will 
be able to identify the species! 

Other Signs? 
• Richardson’s ground squirrels have many holes in the ground all in 

the same area. Dirt is piled up outside of the hole. The grass has 
been bitten off short around the area. 

• Gophers let out a range of sounds from a high pitched squeak to a 
repeating chirp. 

• Gophers poop a lot! Scat is a narrow pellet about the diameter of 
a pencil and one centimetre long. 
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Red Fox 
The red fox lives in rural and urban areas all over the prairies in almost 
any habitat. They like open farmland, pastures, treed areas, forests, parks 
and around yard sites.  

A foxes’ footprint can be hard to make out sometimes. There is thick hair 
around the bottom of the foot and in between the toes and heel pad. The 
hair blurs the distinct lines between the heel pad and toes or between 
the toes. Foxes have four toes with claws on each foot. 

Foxes are very precise when they walk. The track pattern is a very 
straight alternating track pattern. Foxes are the only member of the dog 
family that direct registers (meaning places the back foot exactly on top 
of front footprint). Foxes bounce and pounce to hunt and play no matter 
their age.  

Other Signs? 
• Red foxes live in dens. The dens are holes found often in rock piles, in 

old abandoned farm yards, along ditches or on a south facing slope. 
They switch dens often because of fleas and mites. 

• There are lots of dead things (cached food) around a fox den. 
• They make a distinct yip/cry which sounds almost like a crying baby or a 

hurt kid. 
• Red foxes are stinky!  Fox urine is very strong compared to coyote or 

dog urine. You can tell a fox is around by the smell of urine that is left 
on or near the trail. It smells almost like a skunk.  

• Foxes make and use well beaten narrow paths between dens and 
hunting grounds. 

• Fox scat is about the diameter of your ring finger and twisted around its 
self like red licorice. It might be pointed at 
both ends. 
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Raccoon 
Raccoon footprints are often found near rivers, creeks, sloughs or 
wetlands. But, they don’t stop there. They can invade both gardens and 
garbage cans too!  Raccoons have a regular home range in which they use 
different parts of at different times. 

Raccoons usually leave a very clear footprint with five toes and claws on 
each foot. A raccoons track will honestly will look like a little kid’s 
handprint in the dirt! 

 One of the toughest things about following a raccoon’s trail is that the 
raccoon will scurry up a tree or old building, climb across it and come 
down a different tree or side! A raccoon is a pacer. The track pattern 
shows up with the left front paw beside the back right paw and the front 
right paw beside the back left paw. 

Other Signs? 
• Old buildings and trees are favorite snoozing spots for raccoons 

during the day. They are nocturnal – meaning active at night. In the 
winter raccoons will sleep for long periods of time in logs or brush 
piles, and in or under old buildings.  

• Raccoon scat is tubular and about the size of a thumb. Do not handle 
raccoon scat as parasites highly transmissible and dangerous to 
humans often are present in the scat. 

• Raccoons will poop in the same spots over and over (called latrines). 
Often one spot will be under the tree where they sleep during the day. 

• Scat can contain remnants of plants, dead animals, eggs, grains, 
fruits, rodents, fish or crayfish. 

• Raccoons are mischievous. They can use their front paws like hands. 
Raccoons can open and close things 
such as old buildings, garbage 
cans, and boxes or pull 
vegetables from the garden. 

• A raccoon’s sharp claws 
leave narrow marks. 
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Unit 7: Taking it One ‘Step’ Further 

What You Will Learn 
• Wildlife and agriculture are deeply integrated with each other in Saskatchewan. Animal 

tracking is useful in agriculture. 
• Saskatchewan is home to numerous Species at Risk (SAR). Coming upon a SAR sign or 

track would be very exciting.  
• Tracking is a great hobby to have, but it can also lead to a career. Many careers in 

Saskatchewan from a Biologist to a Conservation Officer to a Search and Rescue Team 
Member all use tracking skills.  

• There are plenty of things to still learn! Technology is advancing tracking rapidly, but the 
standard tracking ABC’s are still the building blocks.  

© Julie MacKenzie 
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Unit 7 Activities List 
1 Tracking Trek 

2 Plaster Casts of Tracks (dirt, sand) 

3 Taking a Print Cast in the Snow! 

4 Bring on the Tracks – Attracting Wildlife 

5 Getting up Close and Personal – A Visit to the Zoo 

6 Tracking ‘em Down (Year-long project) 

7 Animal Tracks Apps 

8 Pet Print Project 

10 Sign Scavenger Hunt 

11 Recording Tracks – Photography 

12 Mantracker Movie Night 

13 Guess Who? 

25 Who Am I? 

53 Agriculture and Wildlife – A Producer Perspective 

54 Wildlife Professional Visit 

55 Where to go from here? Further Exploration 

9 Tracking Through Your Imagination 

45 Where in the World? Cool Tracking Adventure 
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Chapter 7.1 – Agriculture and Wildlife 
In Saskatchewan you don’t have to go very far to find open space or a forest. We are lucky to 
have an abundance of agricultural land. The animals living in Saskatchewan are also pretty lucky 
when you think about it. Cropland, that is seeded every year with crops like wheat, canola, 
lentils, peas and barley provides good cover and a delicious food source. 

Producers maintain and take care of riparian areas and tree bluffs for wildlife and good water 
quality. Native prairie (land that has never been broken to farm) is managed by 
ranchers/farmers. They often use it for grazing livestock, but work hard to take care of the land. 
Wildlife on native prairie shows that the rancher is managing it well and providing good habitat 
for wildlife. Farmers who farm in forested areas have a lot of ‘edge’ (discussed in Chapter 2.3) 
area between the side of their field and the forest for wildlife to take advantage of.  

Farmers with livestock must make sure that even 
in droughts their livestock have somewhere to 
drink. They may have a dugout, haul water to 
their livestock or have a buried water pipeline 
that pumps to a trough. Where do you think 
wildlife get water from when there is a drought?  
Larger animals seek out livestock water systems 
or water sites. 

In the late fall when water bodies are frozen but there is still no snow, ranchers must provide a 
source of water for livestock out grazing. Wildlife depends on ranchers then, too! 

Wildlife are usually a welcome sight to producers. Wildlife indicates to a producer that they are 
doing a good job managing the land. The odd time wildlife can become difficult for a producer to 
have around. A producer must balance the needs of the wildlife with the needs of the farm.  

Agricultural lands provide a variety of 
foods (plants and other animals), water 
(in riparian areas or at livestock water 
sites), shelter or cover and edge. All of 
these things make agricultural lands 
good homes for wildlife and a good 
place for you to track them!  

 53 Agriculture and Wildlife – A 
Producer Perspective 

 9 Tracking Through Your Imagination 

© Krista Connick Todd 

© Julie MacKenzie 
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Chapter 7.2 – Species At Risk (SAR) 
Saskatchewan still has a number of animal Species At Risk (SAR). We all have a chance to make 
a difference to these animals! Firstly, if you are tracking into an area with a known SAR be 
mindful of their space and habitat. Scaring a mamma off a nest could mean she abandons it and 
the baby birds don’t hatch. That is hard on a species already struggling. 

But oh, the thrill of seeing Ord’s kangaroo rat trails, a caribou track or a 
sage grouse lek! There are very experienced people in Saskatchewan 
who would happily show you the signs of the SAR. Farmers and 
Ranchers play a critical role in managing the habitat of SAR well, even 
when it costs them lots of money without any payback. 

How can you make a difference? By learning about SAR, looking for 
their signs, and appreciating them you can better understand their 
habitats/needs/threats. By informing other people about good things 
that are being done for SAR and how everyone can be supportive, 
word gets around.  

  
 

© SKCDC, 2012.  
Photo Gallery. 

1Used with permission from Nature Saskatchewan 
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Chapter 7.3 – Tracking for a Living –  
Careers and Opportunities that Involve Tracking  
Have you ever wondered how someone could go and do their job every day and not get bored? 
They must love what they do! Many different jobs use the skill of tracking. Keen observation, 
knowledge of behaviors and lots of practice make these people good at their careers. Have you 
ever thought about one of these jobs? 

 54 Wildlife Professional Visit 
 5 Getting up Close and Personal – A Visit to the Zoo 

Wildlife Biologist – There are many different things a wildlife biologist can do! They can help 
advise industries such as agriculture, mining, oil and gas or forestry. They can work as 
researchers. They might help cities or governments plan new subdivisions or road work. They 
may work in the field of conservation and habitat enhancement. Wildlife Biologists can work for 
zoos or become zoo keepers. The skills involved in observation and tracking can help with all of 
these tasks.  

Research can be fascinating and may include: 
• Exploring and observing habitats. 
• Searching out mammals, birds, insects or other animals. 
• Working with young, nests or reproductive health.  
• Observing hunting or foraging behaviors.  
• Scientific hypothesis or models tested with ground work, tracking and observation. 

 45 Where in the World? Cool Tracking Adventure  

Courtesy of tundra comics, www.tundracomics.com 
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Park Warden – Canadian Park Wardens do many jobs in Canada’s National Parks. While their 
primary job is to protect the park (including plants/animals) and keep visitors orderly many 
other roles involve tracking skills including: nuisance wildlife management, species research, and 
monitoring migratory patterns or use of an area by a species. 

Trapper – Knowing what wildlife signs to watch for is really important for a Trapper. As we 
learned earlier, wildlife are creatures of habit. When left undisturbed they follow the same 
routines daily. Pathways, trails and escape routes are well known. Scat and caches indicate a 
carnivore travels the area frequently. Trappers use their knowledge of wildlife signs to place 
traps in ideal locations for catching the species they are after. First Nations Elders can provide 
knowledgeable insight into using the art of wildlife tracking for trapping. Trapping can be an 
exciting career or hobby which gets you out and about. Check out the 4-H project An 
Introduction to Trapping. 

Naturalist – Anyone can become a Naturalist. 
Appreciating nature around us can be used for 
relaxation, a greater understanding of one’s 
profession, or be integrated into your school work. 
Naturalists can enjoy many different things: 
photography, bird watching, stalking mammals, 
searching out different plants, hiking, looking at soil 
and rocks or just enjoying fresh air.  

The wildlife photography in calendars, books and 
online come from people in-tune with nature. They 
track down wildlife signs, position themselves for a 
great shot and wait patiently for the wildlife to ‘pose’. 

Search and Rescue Team – A search and rescue team has the critical job of finding a person who 
is lost or hurt. They first gather critical information about the person they are looking for.  

Then by scanning the area at the last known location in a circular pattern the rescue team can 
pick up the trail and start their search. Good teams practice often, take courses to further their 
tracking, and develop a strategy for when they are called into action. In many locations search 
and rescue teams are volunteer-based. If you enjoy tracking, this could be a good fit for you. 

Police/Military – Have you ever watched an old western where the scout went ahead and found 
the trail? He reported on the number of men, horses, guns, and where they were travelling. 
Police look for clues, signs, and tracks at any crime scene. Today, police dogs track down 
suspects by following a scent. 

Tracking Tidbit 

How could good tracking  
and observation skills  

help a naturalist? 
• Keep them safe. 
• Get closer to wildlife. 
• Have wildlife approach.  
• Find traces of your 
favourite species. 



 

86  •  Animal Tracking Reference Guide 

 

Oil and Gas Supervisor/Worker – Lots of Oil and Gas activity happens in the far southern 
regions of the province on native prairie. Native prairie is home to many species including 
Species at Risk. When new oil or gas sites or pipelines are decided on Supervisors and Workers 
look for tracks and signs, watch for wildlife signs on roads, or shut down when SAR are near, 
nesting, or passing through. 

Foresters (or people working for Forestry companies) – Foresters work in Saskatchewan’s 
natural areas to harvest trees. Trees are a renewable resource. Forest is habitat to many 
species. Foresters can key in on areas where they might want to harvest trees and watch for 
wildlife signs that might indicate use by an animal like the threatened woodland caribou or the 
threatened Canada Warbler (Wilsonia canadensis).  

Hunting Guide – Hunting is a wonderful sport. Saskatchewan offers residents and visitors unique 
hunting experiences. A Hunting Guide uses the skill of tracking to determine where big game has 
travelled, the number travelling together, and when the animal pasted through the area. 
Advanced Trackers can tell whether the animal is male or female, and how big the animal is. 
Bow Hunters must use superior stealth to have wildlife approach close enough for a shot. By 
successfully tracking a desired target for hunting clients, the Hunting Guide is good at his job 
and stays in business!    

Conservation Officer – Conservation Officers work for the Provincial Government to protecting 
Saskatchewan's environment and natural resources through enforcing legislation and working 
cooperatively in the community. Conservation Officers are often called in to handle different 
species. They need to be able to know where to look for wildlife signs, which wildlife makes 
which signs and ultimately how to track the animal down.  

http://www.environment.gov.sk.ca/compliance-enforcement 

 

Professionals learning about riparian area 
and wildlife management.  

© Cows and Fish –  
Alberta Riparian Habitat Management Society 
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Chapter 7.4 – Where to go from here? 
This was only a ‘glimpse’ at tracking and all it has to offer. There are phenomenal people in this 
world that can track anything anywhere and have spent their lifetime learning about tracks. 

If you enjoy tracking, stick with it. There is always something new to learn. Some ideas to check 
out to further your tracking skills are:  

• Tracking camps/courses (there are many out of the northern USA) 
• Track plates 
• Make up track scenarios with a tracking club 
• Learn the art of stalking 
• Read tracking books (see resources section) 
• Learn about other tracking elsewhere in the world or non-land tracking (whales, turtles, 

seals, polar bears) 
• Tracking birds (ducks, species at risk, turkey vultures) 
• Tracking with technology (GPS collars, radio frequency) 

 55 Where to go from here? Further Exploration 
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Definitions 

Some definitions adapted from Oxford Dictionaries (www.oxforddictionaries.com). 

Browse – Term used for the selective eating most commonly on trees or shrubs. Generally 
leaves or ends of newly grown twigs or branches are eaten off.  

Burrows – Holes dug in the ground or snow by the animal that lives in it. Burrows often are a 
network of connecting passages with entrances and exits.  

Cache – Storage of food stockpiled in a set location for eating sometime in the future. Animals 
work on collecting food for a cache over a longer period of time. Animals who cache food will 
likely have more than one cache. 

Carnivore – An animal that eat other animals (meat) only including: cougars, coyotes, foxes, 
hawks. Some carnivores such as coyotes are opportunistic and do eat things such as berries on 
occasion, but not as a normal part of the diet.  

Dugout – A large hole in the ground dug with heavy machinery. It either holds runoff water or 
has ground water coming into it. Farmers and ranchers build dugouts to secure a water source. 

Ecoregion – Environment Canada defines an Ecoregion as a relatively large area of land that 
contains a geographically distinct pattern of recurring habitat types. 

Edge – The place where two habitats or vegetation types meet. The edge tends to be heavily 
used by wildlife as it offers easy access to both vegetation types. 

Exoskeleton – The hard outer covering of insects. Insects do not have an internal bone skeleton, 
but an exoskeleton instead.  

Foraging – A term used for the action of looking for food. 

Girdling – Term for eating of bark around the bottom of a tree or by a rodent or rabbit. Girdling 
can severely damage or even kill a tree or shrub. 

Gait – The pattern of steps of an animal at a particular speed. 

Graze – The relatively non-selective eating of plants such as grass, alfalfa, and forbs. Animals 
grazing do select against some plants but do not select against individual stems or stalks per-say. 
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Habitat – The natural home or environment of an animal, plant or other organism. Animals 
require food, water, shelter and cover from their habitats. 

Habitat shift – When an animal changes or shifts where they live because of the season or an 
event in the animal’s life (such as mating or raising young). 

Habitat generalist – An animal that uses a wide variety of habitats or is adaptable to using many 
different habitats with a wide range of parameters for food, water, shelter or cover.  

Habitat specialist – Animal that requires very specific habitats with a very specific set of 
parameters for food, water, shelter or cover.  

Herbivore – Animals that only eat plants and plant materials (such as seeds, roots, leaves, bark). 

Home range – The area where the individual animal lives inside the larger suitable habitat. The 
animal will extend travel for food, water, shelter and cover to within the home range. A deer 
mouse home range could be 400 min diameter whereas a cougar’s home range could be 30 to 
60 km in diameter.  

Incubate – A bird sits on an egg(s) to keep it warm and allow the baby bird inside the egg to 
develop and hatch. Incubation times (length of time the bird needs to sit on the egg for) are 
species dependant. 

Lek – The specific mating area grouse return to year after year. Grouse congregate on the lek. 
Sage grouse perform elaborate mating displays on their leks. 

Mammal – A warm-blooded vertebrate animal of a class that is distinguished by the possession 
of hair or fur, females that secrete milk for the nourishment of the young, and (typically) the 
birth of live young.  

Midden pile – The pile of scraps left by squirrels after collecting and removing the shells of 
seeds, pine cones, bark, etc. 

Medium – The surface type on which the animal is walking. Examples: The medium in a garden 
is dirt; the medium on a forest floor is dirt, pine needles and leaves.  

Nocturnal – Active at night in the dark. Typically the animal sleeps during the day. Species 
include raccoons, bats and owls. 

Omnivore – Animal that eat both plant and animal parts. Omnivores include animals such as 
raccoons, humans, skunks, and bears. 
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Pellet – The regurgitated fur, bones, teeth, feathers or hard outer exoskeleton (from insects and 
arthropods) of what a hawk, owl or eagle ate. It is almost like what you would expect of a cat 
coughing up a hair ball.  

Predation – One animal species eating another animal species. (Example: When studying badger 
predation the scientist found new cache locations) 

Preen – The action of a bird grooming its feathers. 

Producers – A collective name for farmers, ranchers and those involved with producing an 
agricultural commodity. 

Riparian Area – The moist green transition zone between the water and the upland along 
creeks, streams, rivers, sloughs, wetlands and lakes. 

Rut – The name of the mating season of ungulates. The rut occurs in the fall. 

Scat – A nice word for poop. 

Shed(s) – Term used for an antler that has fallen off. 

Species At Risk (SAR) – General term for the plant species’ and animal species’ that fall into the 
listed, government legislated categories of species of concern, threatened, endangered or 
extirpated under the Federal Endangered Species Act.  

Ungulate – A hoofed mammal (includes deer, elk, moose, antelope). 

Urine –The proper word for pee. 

Vegetation – A collective term for plants and plant parts.  
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