General Ways to Incorporate Empathy
This animal gets ___________ to eat. Raise your hand if you eat this for breakfast. What do you like to eat for breakfast? 
When this animal comes out, how can we help it to feel safe? 
When I come around the first time, see if you can see its face? (millipede/cockroach)
This animal gets to choose if it would like to come out and visit. If you were meeting a group of people for the first time, what would help you feel safe enough to choose to enter the room? 

Species Specific Empathy Messages/Stories

[bookmark: _Hlk94534130]Hedgehog 
Hedgehogs can smell insects one inch underground. Do you find your food by smelling? Imagine you’re a hedgehog and you’re outside smelling for food. What types of bugs do you smell? Do they smell good or bad? How do you feel when you find a bug? As a person, how would you feel if you ate a bug? 
The spikes on a hedgehog’s back keep it safe from predators. Pretend you are a hedgehog walking around the savannah. You feel the ground start to shake, but you aren’t scared because you can smell it’s just a herd of zebra and they won’t hurt you. Suddenly you see movement behind you, and you smell a weasel. You curl up into a ball and stick out your sharp spines. The weasel tries to take a bite, but your spikes poke into its mouth and it starts to bleed. The weasel runs off and you go back to hunting bugs. How did the hedgehog feel? How did the weasel feel? Are spikes good protection for hedgehogs? 
Millipede/Cockroach
Millipedes/cockroaches are one of the most important animals in the rainforest! Imagine you are walking in the rainforest, and it’s hot and dark. Now look around. Do you see a lot of plants or just a few plants? You see lots of plants! What do the plants need to grow? Sun, rain, dirt. Now crouch down and feel the dirt on the ground. The dirt in the rainforest is black and full of food for plants to eat. Now you notice a fallen tree. You crouch down to look at the tree and you see a colony of millipedes/cockroaches.  What are they doing? You notice they seem to be eating the dead tree! They are composting the tree, or taking the tree and turning it back into dirt and food for the trees that are still alive! Without the millipede/cockroach, the plants in the rainforest wouldn’t be able to survive because there wouldn’t be enough food for them. Why are trees important? What do we get from them? Food, air, places to play. Without millipedes/cockroaches, trees wouldn’t be able to provide us or other animals with the things we need to survive. Just because an animal doesn’t look cuddly to us doesn’t mean it isn’t important. There are lots of important insects living in our forests. What are some ways we can show the insects they are important to us? I like to give insects space to do their important jobs and never squish one! 
Snake
What is the snake doing when it sticks out its tongue? Smelling! Do you smell with your tongue? The snake knows you are a person and not food because it can tell each of you apart by how you smell. Can you imagine if you were on a walk and you had to find your way home with your tongue? 
Snakes are really important because they help control populations of animals like mice. This helps reduce the spread of diseases. Raise your hand if you have ever found a tick on yourself or on a pet. Ticks need to drink the blood of mice when they are very young. When a snake eats a mouse, they are eating dozens of ticks. Without snakes eating mice, there would be so many more ticks. I have never been bitten by a snake, but I have been bitten by lots of ticks! Whenever I see a snake, I always thank it for eating so many mice and ticks!
Tarantula 
Tarantulas spend most of their time in their burrows underground. Pretend it’s daytime and you are a tarantula sitting in your burrow. As the sun is setting it’s time for you to find your food. You sit at the entrance to your burrow and wait for a bug to come by. When it does you take your fangs and inject venom into the bug. The venom is just strong enough to kill the bug and turn the insides to liquid. This is good for you because you can only eat liquid. You slurp up the insides and wait for the next bug to come by. Since we aren’t bugs, we don’t have to worry about tarantulas hurting us. Their venom is only strong enough to kill bugs. For a person it would be like a bee sting, but tarantulas don’t like to bite animals they see as predators. They prefer to try and get away when they feel scared. If that doesn’t work, they will kick the hairs on their back off. These hairs are called urticating hairs and when they get in your skin they are very itchy. As long as we give tarantulas space, they will give us space. Tarantulas are good to have around because they eat lots of bugs. We don’t have tarantulas in Minnesota/Wisconsin, but we have other types of spiders that are just as important. Giving them space is important so they can eat bugs like flies and mosquitoes. 
Bearded Dragon 
When a bearded dragon wants to be friends with another bearded dragon, they pick up one hand and wave it in a circle. Can you wave your hand in a circle like a bearded dragon? 
When bearded dragons feel scared or threatened, they fill their chin up with air and it looks like a beard. Then they stick out their spikes, open their mouth, and stomp their feet. Can you act like a bearded dragon trying to scare a predator away? 
Desert Tortoise
Does Ozzie move fast or slow? Very slowly! Who has ever run a mile? How long did it take you? It would take Ozzie 5 hours, or almost a whole school day, to walk the same distance! It takes Ozzie 30 seconds to walk just 10 feet. Let’s see if you can walk as slowly as Ozzie.
Desert tortoises are very important because they are the gardeners and home builders of the American Southwestern deserts. They eat fruits and when they go to the bathroom, it’s like fertilizer that helps the seeds grow. They are also responsible for digging most of the burrows in the desert that other animals use for shelter. Desert tortoises will even dig holes that fill with water when it rains so they and other animals have a place to drink fresh rain water!  
Box Turtle
Box turtles are endangered in some states. In Wisconsin scientists use dogs to help keep track of the box turtle population. Dogs are trained to stiff out box turtles. Once they find one they gently pick it up and carry it back to the scientists. The scientists can count the box turtles and put a mark on their shell so they’ll know who the turtle is if they ever see it again! 

Box turtles are the only turtle that can completely close their shell. They have a hinge on the bottom of their shell that can move the front of their shell up and down. It is similar to how our elbow works or how a door opens and closes. You can bend and unbend your elbow like a box turtle can lift and lower their shell.  They only do this when they feel scared. We don’t want to see our box turtle hiding in its shell because that would mean it doesn’t feel safe, and we want our animals to feel safe and secure. 
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Red-footed Tortoise
 
Red-footed tortoises are social and live in groups. Since they cannot wave to greet each other like people do, they will bob their heads back and forth. Can you bob your head back and forth like a red-footed tortoise? 

Red-footed tortoises are found throughout South America. Native people in South America tell stories of the red-footed tortoise (Jabuti) outsmarting other animals. This is called a trickster animal. In native North American cultures, the trickster animals are the coyote, spider, and raven. Have you ever read the tortoise and the hare? In South America, the story is about the Jabuti and the Jaguar! 

Guinea Pigs

Guinea pigs are social and live in groups like people do. Just like we share many ways to communicate with each other, guinea pigs are always communicating with each other through sounds and body language. When a guinea pig is happy, they will hop straight in the air. This is called “popcorning” because they look like a popcorn kernel popping. Can you try “popcorning” like a guinea pig? 

Just like people need vitamin C to stay healthy, so do guinea pigs. They get vitamin C through fresh fruits and vegetables like oranges and tomatoes, just like us! 

Leopard Gecko

When leopard geckos feel scared, they can drop their tail. Even though they can grow a new tail we do not want them to lose their first tail because it can be painful and we do not want them to feel scared or threatened when they are in human care. 

Leopard geckos can lick their eyes with their tongue! Can you lick your eye with your tongue? 

Leopard geckos have eyes that look like a house cat’s eyes. Like cats, leopard geckos are small animals that hunt at night. Both animals will lie down and wait for prey to come to them and then they will jump out and attack. Their vertical slit pupils help them to see how far away their prey is without having to move. What shape are our pupils? 

Painted Turtle

Painted turtles are one of only five species of turtles that can survive in Northern Minnesota. In the summer, painted turtles breathe air through their nose. In the winter, they burmate/sleep under the mud on the bottom of lakes and ponds. Since the water is very cold and they are not moving, they don’t need to breath as much. To stay under water all winter, painted turtles take in oxygen from the water through their vent, or butt! Can you imagine spending all winter at the bottom of the pond? 

We think of turtles as being slow, but they can walk as fast as a person (4 mph) and swim faster than the best Olympic swimmer! Their cousins the tortoises are the slow ones! Turtles need to be fast because they will hunt fish, insects, and other animals. Have you ever tried to catch a turtle in the water? Was it easy or hard?  

Rabbit
Do rabbits have big ears or small ears? Big ears! Why do they need big ears? So they can hear predators! Rabbit ears can move in different directions so they can pinpoint a predator’s location. Can you make rabbit ears on your head. Now move one ear to the left and one ear to the right. Do you wish your ears could move? 
Are our eyes on the front of our head or on the side? On the front! Where are the rabbits eye? On the side! Rabbits have eyes on the side of their head so they can see almost all the way around their body. Put your hand behind your head. Can you see it? Rabbits can see behind their heads. Put your hand above your head. Can you see it? Rabbits can see above their heads. Why would they want to see above and behind them? To see predators! Now put your finger in front of your nose. Can you see it? Rabbits cannot see in front of their noses like we can. Animals with eyes in front are born to hunt and animals with eyes on the side are born to hide! You can often tell if an animal eats plants or other animals by where its eyes are located.  
Three-banded Armadillo
Three-banded armadillos can smell insects eight inches underground. Do you find your food by smelling? Imagine you’re an armadillo and you’re outside smelling for food. What types of bugs do you smell? Do they smell good or bad? How do you feel when you find a bug? As a person, how would you feel if you ate a bug?
The three-banded armadillo is the only type of armadillo that can curl its body into a ball. The armadillo’s shell keeps it safe from predators. Pretend you are an armadillo walking around the South American grasslands. Suddenly you see movement behind you, and you smell a fox. You curl up into a ball and leave a small gap. The fox tries to put its paw into the gap, and you snap your shell shut! The fox screams and you open your shell slightly. The fox runs off and you go back to hunting bugs. How did the armadillo feel? How did the fox feel? Is a shell good protection for three-banded armadillos? 
Giant African Bullfrog 
Giant African Bullfrogs are from the savannahs of Africa. They are from the same habitat as lions, giraffes, and zebras. For most of the year the African savannah is very dry and water is hard to find. During this time the bullfrogs are burmating, or sleeping, underground. To keep their skin from drying out during this time they form a thick crust of mucus around their body. They sometimes will stay this way for over two years! Would you like to spend two years sleeping underground in your own body crust? When the rain begins in the savannah it will rain for 2-4 weeks without stopping! The rain will soak into the ground and the bullfrog with break out of its crust and dig out of its underground den. When it comes out, the dry savannah has turned into a vast wetland. The male bullfrogs, like Pickles, will choose a territory to guard and females will choose a males territory to lay 3,000-4,000 eggs. Once the eggs are laid, the female will hop off and the male will stay to protect the eggs. After just a couple of days, the eggs hatch into tadpoles. The males will stand guard and if another animal tries to eat the tadpoles the dad will try to eat them first. African bullfrogs will eat any animals that fit into their mouth including birds, lizards, and small mammals! Once the rains have stopped the hot sun begins to dry up all the water. The male bullfrog will watch the water levels in the tadpoles’ pool and if they water gets to low, he will hop to the nearest pool and dig a stream to connect the pool to his tadpoles’ pool. After about a month the tadpoles have turned into froglets and can hop onto land, just in time to go back underground and wait for the rains to return.   
Tiger Salamander
We can find tiger salamanders in our own backyards! Raise your hand if you have ever seen one? Even though they can be found here they are very hard to see. Tiger salamanders only come out at night to eat bugs. During the day they sleep under logs. The best time to see them is during the fall and spring. This is when the salamanders are migrating to/from their winter dens to ponds and lakes. If you see one outside, make sure to give it space and watch from a distance. If you think it needs help, talk to an adult first. If an adult needs to pick it up, remind them to rinse their hands with water first to keep the salamander’s skin safe. 
Salamanders and their cousins, frogs, have special skin that is different than our skin. A salamander’s skin is thin and like a sponge. This thin skin allows salamanders to both drink water and breathe air through their skin. Is that how we breathe and drink? No! Our skin is much thicker than a salamander’s. Things that are safe for us, like soap, lotion, bug spray, and sunscreen can make salamanders and frogs very sick. If you ever want to pick up a salamander or frog, always make sure to rise your hands in water before you touch them and wash your hands with soap after you touch them.  
Red-eyed Treefrog
Red-eyed tree frogs have something called “startle coloration” to scare away predators! Pretend you are a red-eyed tree frog sleeping on a leaf. Your legs are tucked in and your eyes are closed. This allows you to camouflage, or blend in, with the leaf. Even though your eyes are closed you can still see through your eyelids, because they have little slits. Suddenly a shadow appears over your head. You quickly open your bright red eyes and spread your purple and orange legs! That flash of color is enough to scare away the bird just long enough for you to jump six feet onto the next tree and escape. Once the coast is clear, you tuck back in to finish your rest before night falls and you wake up to hunt for bugs.  
Frogs
When frogs eat, they have to use their eyes to push food down their throat. Pretend you are a frog sitting on the edge of a pond. A juicy mosquito flies by and you stick out your tongue and catch it. You don’t have teeth to chew so you push your eyes into your head to push the mosquito down your throat. 
Frogs have special skin that is different than our skin. A frog’s skin is thin and like a sponge. This thin skin allows frogs to both drink water and breathe air through their skin. Is that how we breathe and drink? No! Our skin is much thicker than a frog’s. Things that are safe for us, like soap, lotion, bug spray, and sunscreen can make frogs very sick. If you ever want to pick up a frog, always make sure to rise your hands in water before you touch them and wash your hand with soap after you touch them.  
