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|ldentifying Enrichment Resources to Accompany
Youth Magazine

« TWA's Critter Connections youth magazine is sent to 400,000+ students annually.
Recent issues have an online page of cross-curricular activities, and we need
help finding activities for past issues.

* Volunteers would be adding value to the science content of the youth magazine by
providing corresponding lessons and activities that further promote the use of the
issue, possibly in other courses (social studies, reading, etc.).
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CRITTER CONNECTIONS

Critter Connections
SCIENCE | READING | 20 YEARS | 80 ISSUES

« Award-winning, educational, quarterly mini-magazine

Targeted for youth ages 13 and younger

Highlights a species or ecoregion, features a related plant & includes
activities, crafts, and stewardship prompts for students! g€ .
All Texas youth, educators, and parents are eligible for a free annual i

subscription — class sets of 25 and household subscriptions are available.
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‘Goulds EcoRegions of Texas.

Texas is home to 10 different Gould's ecoregions as seen
on the map above. Ecoregions are areas of land that share
similar climate, topography, and soils. In this series, we

will dive into each of Texas' 10 ecoregions one Critter
Connections issue at a time. Next up - the High Plains!

‘The High Plains ecoregion of Texas, also known as the Llano
Estacado, which is Spanish for the Staked Plains, makes up
much of the Texas Panhandle and includes cities like Amarillo
and Lubbock. A part of the larger Great Plains, the Texas
High Plains was once a sea of waving short grass prairies,
also called grasslands, dotted with thousands of playa
(plah-yah) lakes. Naturally occurring fires encouraged grass
growth, allowing diverse prairie ecosystems to thrive. Among
these endless grasslands, you could find thundering herds
of pronghorn and bison, massive prairie dog towns, flocks
of migrating birds, and thousands of wintering waterfowl.

The morning air was filled with the songs of grassland birds,
and if you were lucky, you could hear the booming calls of a
Lesser Prairie-Chicken in the spring. Over time, these historic

s were changed by settiement, farming, and ranching. nest, young Burrowing WORD BANK LEARN MORE ONLINE
Still, many fascinating critters like pronghorn, prairie dogs,  Owis, also called owlets, use a neat defense mechanism - Topography -an area's physical shape: for example rivers, hills, and valleys | - witexs-wildife.ora/critter-connections-library.
Keystone species -an animal or plant that i a Visit the iibrary

sand dune lizards, Sandhill Cranes, waterfowl, migratory birds,
and mule deer call the High Plains ecoregion home. Despite
mesquite and juniper finding their way into the grasslands
due to fewer prescribed fires, this ecoregion is still known for
its short grass prairies mixed with croplands, shinnery oak-
covered sandhills, and playa lakes. For a place that is often
described as flat and empty, the High Plains ecoregion sure
has a lot to offer!
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HIGH PLAINS ECOREGION

By Amber Brown

@ USDANRCS Toxas

One iconic grassland species you can find in the High
Plains and parts of West Texas is the black-tailed prairie dog.
Over the years, black-tailed prairie dogs have faced many
challenges that have greatly reduced their population like
pest control and disease.
still, these small critters play
abig role in their ecosystem!
The black-tailed prairie dog
s a keystone species in
grassland ecosystems, and
many predators including
coyotes, bobcats, foes,
badgers, weasels, and hawks
rely on them as a food
source. Meanwhile, prairie
dogs eat grass, wildflowers,
and occasionally insects.
These pint-sized critters

are so well adapted to their dry environment that they get

all the water they need from the plants they eat. Black-tailed
prairie dogs are ecosystem engineers, meaning they make
big changes to their environment that impact other animals.
Prairie dogs live in colonies, or large groups, in underground
burrows and dens called prairie dog towns. Mounds at the
entrance to the burrows keep flood waters out and serve as
lookouts where prairie dogs can spot predators and alert
their colony with alarm calls. These prairie dog towns provide
habitat for over 150 other species, creating many symbiotic
tionships within the High Plains.

One critter that benefits
from prairie dog towns is
the Burrowing Owl. These
short-bodied, long-legged
birds are the only owl
species to nest below
ground, using empty
prairie dog dens to shelter

Burrowing Owl

they will mimic a rattlesnake by making a buzzing sound
when threatened. This adaptation allows the owlets to protect
themselves while in the small, underground nest. Burrowing
Owls have been observed lining the walls of their tunnels
excrement, or feces, from other animals like bison and cattle.
Itis believed that insects found in the excrement act as a
local food source. These native Texas birds mostly eat small
mammals, birds, and insects. In turn, they provide a food

HIGH PLAINS

source for badgers,
skunks, bobcats,
coyotes, snakes,
hawks, and even
other owls.

Prairie Rattigshake

Another critter
that can be found

in old prairie dog
burrows is the prairie
rattlesnake. Prairie
rattlesnakes have the
largest range of all rattlesnake species in the country - they
can be found in the Great Plains from Canada to Mexico! The
rattlesnake makes its well-known rattling sound by shaking
muscles at the base of its tail, causing the empty chambers
to knock on each other, alerting predators that they are too
close. A chamber is added to the tail each time a rattlesnake
sheds its skin, though it is not a reliable way to age the snake
since it can break. Prairie rattlesnakes can grow up to five
feet long and are active in the warmer months. In the winter,
they undergo brumation, which is a state of dormancy or
very little activity when an ectothermie animal slows down
and becomes sluggish. Unlike when preparing for hibernation,
animals do not need to store fat before undergoing
brumation, since they are still active enough to eat and drink
small amounts. In addition to their other senses, rattlesnakes
use heat-sensing pits on the sides of their heads when
looking for prey. These carnivores are ambush predators,
hiding until prey gets within striking distance, then using their
fangs to inject venom. Prairie rattlesnakes commonly prey
on small birds and mammals. In turn, predators like hawks
and other snakes rely on this native Texas reptile as a food
source. It is important to remember that prairie rattlesnakes
are venomous to humans too, and a bite from this critter can
cause serious injury. When outdoors, be sure to watch where
you step, give these snakes plenty of space, and leave them
alone!
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We know there are keystone species like the prairie dog
in the High Plains ecoregion, but did you know there are
keystone ecosystems to0? The playa lakes cover about
two percent of this ecoregion, but their importance is much
greater. These shallow, temporary wetlands coll all

the most important features of this ecoregion. Additionally,
these playas help recharge the Ogallala Aquifer, impacting
wildlife and humans alike. Despite losing playas over the
years to human impact, the High Plains ecoregion has over
19,000 playa lakes. Some playas have been modified to stay
wet year-round, while others rely on rain and experience
seasonal wet-dry cycles. One critter that has adapted to life
in the playas is the barred tiger salamander. This native Texas
amphibian can adjust its metamorphosis based on water
availability, creating three distinct morphs or types! In playas
t are wet year-
round, the barred
tiger salamander
will keep its gills
and fin-like tail,
remaining aquatic.
In playas that dry
PRI out seasonally
this critter will go
through rapid metamorphosis, passing through its aquatic
stage before the water has evaporated. The third morph, the
cannibal morph, is the largest and most rare. They grow a
wider mouth and larger teeth, and can be found when food is
scarce. How fascinating!

Barred Tiger Salamander

Life on the High Plains is full of challenges, and to survive,
wildlife and humans must be adaptable. In the 1930s, lengthy
drought, high winds, severe dust storms, and farming
practices not fit for the region caused the Dust Bow. This
environmental and economic disaster devastated much of

the Great Plains region of the United States, including the
Texas Panhande. From this hardship came hope in the form
of innovative land management practices and a new federal
agency devoted to natural resource management, the Soil
Conservation Service, now called the Natural Resources.
Conservation Service. Wildiife have faced additional hardships
through human settlement, overhunting, ongoing pest control
such as poisoning programs, prescribed fire suppression,

and habitat loss. s you have learned, the critters of the

High Plains ecoregion, including humans, are interconnected
and impacts often ripple beyond a single species. It is up to
scientists, conservationists, and citizens alike to care for our
natur: d ensure the continued success of these

and become vital habitat for many different critters like
wintering waterfowl and migratory birds making them one of

al
wonderful critters for years to come!

‘Symbiatic relationship - close relationship between two different critters
ts

surroundings; cold-blooded

that
for a wide variety of plants and animals.
Metamorphosis - the process by which a critter grows and changes
Aquatic - lives in,or i found in, water

for enrichment activities and resources
to take your learning to the next fevel.

Article Source:
The Natural History of Texas by
Brian R. Chapman and Eric G. Bolen
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Texas is home to 10 different Gould's ecoregions as seen on the
map above. Ecoregions are areas of land that share similar climate,
topography, and soils. In this series, we will dive into each of Texas'
10 ecoregions one Critter Connections issue at a time. Next up —the
High Plains!
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Black-tailed Prairie Dog
Drawing Lesson
EXPLORING NATURE

Burrowing Owl Coloring
Page, Praine

EXPLORING NATURE

Land of 20,000 Lakes: The
Texas High Plains

PANHANDLE PBS

Rattlesnake Drawing
Lesson

EXPLORING NATURE

Texas Habitats Labeling
Pages (3): Hill Country,
Panhandle and Prairie,
Pineywoods

EXPLORING NATURE

Black-tailed Prairie Dog

EXPLORING NATURE

Black-tailed Prairie Dog
Labeling Page

EXPLORING NATURE

Burrowing Owl Drawing
Lesson

EXPLORING NATURE

Pecos and Staked Plains of
the Texas Panhandle

EXPLORING NATURE

Rattlesnake Labeling Page

EXPLORING NATURE

»joj&jrle

Black-tailed Prairie Dog
Body Diagrams & Habitat
Posters

EXPLORING NATURE

Black-tailed Prairie Dog
Maze

EXPLORING NATURE

Gould Ecoregions of Texas
TEXAS PARKS & WILDLIFE
DEPARTMENT

Playa Lakes
TEXAS PARKS & WILDLIFE
DEPARTMENT

Texas Bird Bingo
AUDUBON TEXAS, TEXAS
PARKS & WILDLIFE
DEPARTMENT

Black-tailed Prairie Dog
Coloring Page
EXPLORING NATURE

Burrowing Owl Coloring
Page
EXPLORING NATURE

Hi?h Plains Pop-up Craft
Coloring Page
TEXAS WILDLIFE ASSOCIATION

Rattlesnake Coloring Page
EXPLORING NATURE

Texas Habitats Coloring
Pages (3): Hill Country,
Panhandle, Pineywoods
EXPLORING NATURE

ECONOMICS

GEOGRAPHY

SOCIAL STUDIES




Project Logistics

* Volunteers would find activities similar to those on current enrichment pages.
 Volunteers needed: 1-2+
 Location - Remote

 Future issues will require enrichment resource pages and past issues need enrichment
resource pages created

« We are flexible! Work can be completed on your schedule!

 Future enrichment pages will go online with each issue, therefore will have
quarterly deadlines.

» Resource for past issues can be added online anytime. There are currently 28
issues online without enrichment resources.

« Enrichment pages currently include anywhere from 11-23 resources
» Enrichment resource ‘findings’ will be shared with TWA via a Google spreadsheet
« TWA staff would be available for questions and to check on progress periodically.



Project Experience, Equipment, Advanced Training
Needed

« Equipment/supplies/expertise needed:
 Internet access
» Ability to locate youth activities that align with issue content
« Awareness of sources of free education sources is helpful
« Ability to access TWA-provided Google Drive

» Advanced training needed:
* None



How This Benefits TWA & YOU

All of TWA's youth education programs focus on natural resources, conservation, and private
land stewardship and strive to offer an engaging experience for the student.

TWA is looking to grow awareness of the importance of natural resources education
by providing local educators with high-quality resources.

By providing cross-curricular activities that align with the youth-based science
content, we expect for the natural resources content to become more utilized
and relevant.

Volunteers would be adding value to the science content of the youth magazine
by providing corresponding lessons and activities that further promote the use of the issue,
possibly in other courses (social studies, reading, etc.).

You’ll have fun searching for resources and activities to
share with and further engage students in natural resources!

Your enrichment resources will enhance Critter Connections —
a magazine that printed over 400,000 copies last year!




Project Contact
Information

Amber Brown

Conservation Education Specialist
abrown@texas-wildlife.org
210-826-2904

Kassi Scheffer-Geeslin
Director of Youth Education
kscheffer@texas-wildlife.org
210-826-2904
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Questions?
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