Structure of animals

Getting into activities
Curriculum Links
England
 Science: Identify that humans and some other animals have skeletons and muscles for support,
protection and movement
Wales
 Science: Interdependence of organisms
Northern Ireland
 The world around us: Interdependence

Activity A
Display the ‘Structure of animals’ visual (see final page of this document) for the class to see. Have you
seen any of these animals before? Allow learners time to talk to a partner and ask any questions they
have. Point to each animal and say its name. The visual shows two of the main animal groups (birds
and mammals) but what is a bird? (A bird is a type of animal that has feathers, wings and a beak).
What special things can a bird do, that not all animals can do? (Birds lay eggs and most birds can fly).
What is a mammal? (A mammal is a vertebrate, it has a skeleton inside its body and it has fur or hair).
What special things can a mammal do? (A female mammal gives birth to live young and feeds its
babies with milk that it produces). What animal group do humans belong to? (Mammals).

Activity B
Tell learners that birds and mammals (including humans) are vertebrates. This means that they have
a backbone and, in most cases, they have a skeleton inside their bodies. Take a few moments to let
learners feel their bones under their skin (knuckles, wrists, elbows and knees are obvious bones to feel
easily). Explain to learners that although they can’t see it in the pictures on the ‘Structure of animals’
visual, all these animals also have bones inside their bodies. Ask learners to gently tap their heads.
It’s hard because under the skin (and hair) is our skull. Why do we have a skull? (to protect our brains
inside). The birds and mammals on this visual also have skulls (under their feathers or hair) to protect
their brains. Label a bird showing where the skull is, then do the same with a mammal. Now ask learners
to feel their chest. The long, thin ridges under the skin are called ribs. Why do we have ribs? (to protect
some of our organs e.g. heart and lungs) The birds and mammals on this visual also have ribs to protect
their hearts and lungs. Label a bird showing where the ribs are, then do the same with a mammal.
Ask learners to feel their backs. The hard bumpy, central bones are called vertebrae. Together the
vertebrae are called the backbone or spine. Why do we have vertebrae? (to support the body in
standing up and protect the spinal cord, the bundle of nerves that connects all parts of the body to the
brain). The birds and mammals on this visual also have backbones/spines. Label a bird showing where
the spine is, then do the same with a mammal.
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Activity C
Give learners a ‘Structure of animals’ visual each and ask them to label the skull, ribs and
vertebrae with the function of each too. They can use the writing frame: Here is the ____. It
protects the ____ and ______. Are they in the same place on every animal? (Yes and no. This
can start an interesting discussion as animals are all different shapes and sizes, so they won’t be
in exactly the same place as each other but the skull is always in the head, the ribs are always in
the chest and the spine is always down the animal’s back). When finished, pin all the labelled birds
on one side of a board and all the mammals on the other. This makes a very visual, comparative
display, showing similarities and differences in structure and use.

Less time?
Just do Activity B

Have a whole afternoon?
Extend Activity C by asking learners to draw skeletons, with a thick felt tip pen, over the pictures on
the visual. The end result will be full animal images with skeletons detailing the locations of specific
bones within the body. You could ask learners to make an informed prediction, before looking this
up online and displaying for the class to see and draw onto their own images.

Go outside
As a whole group, go out bird and mammal spotting in the playground, nearby park or on a local
walk. Model and demonstrate how to stay quiet and still. Explain that this is how you will see the
most animals. Running at birds or shouting and scaring animals is not kind. How many mammals
can you spot? How many different types of birds can you see? Which body parts can you see?
(wings, legs, head, feet etc) What is their skeleton supporting them to do? (fly, walk, hop, eat,
perch, display etc). Take photographs and try to match these to animals in an identification book
or online. Do any of the animals you’ve seen have to make any special movements? e.g. does
that bird have to fly long distances, paddle through water or peck the ground to find food? Ask
learners to predict whether they will see all the same species of birds and mammals at the WWT
centre on their visit or different ones. Why/why not?
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