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This teacher’s guide is designed to provide ideas for how 
to use pages of the Home Is Where my Habitat Is e-book with 
students. It explains the concepts and suggests what to look for in 
students’ learning, while also supplying information about how they 
are practicing science and using crosscutting concepts.

Overview

• engage students in grade-level appropriate, 

three-dimensional learning;

• use the e-book as a tool in class-wide, small 

group, or independent explorations of its 

content;

• provide additional ideas and activities 

that utilize the e-book content but are not 

included in the e-book;

• explore how STEM content can be effectively 

integrated into literacy (English language 

arts);

• facilitate investigations that utilize the 

e-book content and connect it with students’ 

own classroom and community; and

• assess students on the second grade content 

standards to which this e-book is aligned and 

additional Common Core State Standards 

in English language arts and mathematics 

suggested throughout the e-book.

Lexile® Measure: 720L

Book Description

This e-book is based on the phenomenon that 

many different plants and animals live in any 

given habitat, both on land and in the water. 

Building on this phenomenon is the definition of 

habitat as a place where animals are able to find 

water, food, shelter, and space for a population 

large enough to produce offspring. Similar 

resources must also be available for plants, with 

adequate sunlight and soil nutrients in place of 

food. An appropriate habitat for any species must 

therefore be able to meet an animal or plant’s 

specific needs. To explore this phenomenon over 

the course of the story, we follow a jumping spider 

named Kippy in her search for a new habitat. This 

spider belongs to the species Bagheera kiplingi, 
which lives in the tropical dry forest ecosystem 

of northwestern Costa Rica. Unlike most spiders, 

B. kiplingi feeds primarily on the nutritious leaf 

Teachers who follow the guide while 
addressing the specific needs of their 
classroom will be able to:
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tips of acacia trees, making it the only known 

vegetarian spider. These leaf tips also serve as 

the food source for ants that defend the acacia 

trees in a mutualistic relationship. The ants and 

the spiders coexist within the same habitat of one 

small tree. Kippy’s story also helps demonstrate 

the great diversity of arthropods (spiders, insects, 

and other animals with exoskeletons) within any 

particular area.

Kippy needs to find a new home because her 

acacia tree has become overcrowded. There 

are many different locations to explore, each 

with its unique plants and animals. Though her 

original habitat is small, some of the animals that 

Kippy encounters require much larger habitats, 

including, in the case of the jaguar, dozens of 

square miles of undisturbed forest. Diversity in 

form and feeding habits also exists among the 

animals discovered, from legless amphibians to 

long-legged birds, and from fig-eating monkeys to 

worm-eating turtles. While the story progresses, 

students explore the habitat needs of various 

species, reinforcing the definition of habitat and 

inspiring children to think about habitats and how 

they may be appreciated and restored around the 

world, as well as close to home.

The Driving Question

A driving question is one that drives the 
teaching and learning for a given unit, or 
even an entire school year. It provides context 
for the purpose of student exploration and 
understanding of a phenomenon. This e-book 
is written around the driving question: 

How can a habitat be home for different plants 
and animals?

Three-Dimensional 
Learning and Home Is 
Where My Habitat Is E-book

You will notice throughout the document that 
certain words and phrases are highlighted 
in different colors: blue, green, and orange. 
These colors correspond to the science and 
engineering practices (blue), crosscutting 
concepts (green), and disciplinary core 
ideas (orange). The book also incorporates 
engineering design (purple). This will help 
you quickly notice how each of the three 
dimensions and engineering design are used 
on a page. Refer back to this section for the 
full descriptions.

This e-book does not use all of the grade-
level elements for the practices and 
crosscutting concepts, but that does not 
mean that you should not be aware of the 
other practices and concepts your students 
need to know. For a full list of all grade-level 
elements for the science and engineering 
practices and crosscutting concepts, refer to 
Appendix A.

For engaging in literacy ideas, refer to 
Appendix B.
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Pre-Assessment: Exploring Habitats and Biodiversity

Before starting the e-book with students, consider pre-assessing current student knowledge 
around habitats and the species of plants and animals that live near students’ school, as well as 
habitats and organisms in other places. Do some quick formative assessment individually or in 
small groups around the following questions:

• Where are some places that animals and plants live near our school?
• What are some of the plants and animals that live in these places?
• Which animals are common and which animals are not common?
• Why might some animals be more common than others?
• What are other habitats that we can find on Earth? What plants and animals might live 

there?
• What do habitats provide to the animals that live within them?

Use this opportunity to uncover the amount of language students have already developed 
around habitats and whether or not they understand that many different kinds of plants and 
animals can be found within any given habitat. Then introduce the driving question for this unit: 
How can a habitat be home for different plants and animals?

Young scientists such as your students may not be familiar with the word habitat, so provide time 
to assess current student understanding of the word. By the end of this story, students should be 
able to define a habitat as: A place where an animal or plant may find water, food, shelter, space, 
and a place to escape from enemies. A habitat must also be large enough for animals or plants 
of the same kind to find mates, so that they may have babies (or seeds) and the species can keep 
on living. 

Do not explicitly state this definition, but highlight and emphasize important components of this 
story that will lead students to this understanding.

Record current student thinking around this question on a Reading and Analyzing Nonfiction 
(RAN) chart and inform students that you will return to this chart as thinking changes and as 
new understanding of the question is uncovered. Be sure to put the RAN chart in a place that is 
visible to students and can be referenced or updated easily. The RAN chart can later be used as 
an artifact of classroom progress and learning.
The use of a RAN chart in any context over the course of an instructional or explanatory text 
typically proceeds as follows:

1. Students brainstorm what they think they know about the topic. Write ideas on sticky notes 
and place them in the first column of a table labeled, “What We Think We Know.”

2. Students read an instructional text.
3. When students confirm a fact using the text, they transfer the sticky note to the second 

column labeled, “Yes, We Are Right!”
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Are All Habitats the 
Same?

This topic will engage students with the fundamental concept of habitat, 
which may be defined based on the needs of different living things, but 
must always provide an animal with the following: water, food, shelter, 
space to escape from enemies, and enough area that so that individuals 
can reproduce and maintain a stable population. Because different plants 
and animals have a wide diversity of habitat requirements, many types of 
plants and animals can share the same natural area without competing 
for the same resources. 

By the end of the topic, students will be able to:

• conduct investigations about the habitat requirements of different 

animal species and find patterns in the needs of all animals for 

survival;

• use quantitative data to measure, describe, and compare the different 

amounts of organisms in any particular habitat; and

• develop a model of how different species of plants and animals might 

be able to live together within the same habitat.
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Page 1

The story opens with a panoramic view of the tropical dry forest in Costa Rica. Many students 
have surely heard of the tropical rain forest and may be aware that it is currently disappearing 
due to human activity, but dry forests are considered “the most endangered major tropical 
ecosystem” (Janzen 1988). (The differences between rain forests and dry forests are discussed in 
Topic 3.) Ask students individually or in small groups to predict which animals they might find in 
different locations.

• What sorts of animals might live in the trees? 
• How about on the ground? 
• Are there patterns in the body structures that tree-dwellers or ground-dwellers share?
• What sorts of food might they eat? 
• Do all of the trees look the same or might there be different types? 
• What characteristics or structures tell you that there are different types of trees?

At first, students may not have all the answers to these questions or they may have just 
rudimentary responses.  Ask these questions again as more organisms are introduced on later 
pages and you can compare their responses to gauge their learning.

Direct students to conduct an investigation to gather more information on the animal species 
that they see on page 1, or make comparisons between the species that they see on the page 
and wildlife that might be found in habitats closer to home. Do they see any patterns between 
animals in the Costa Rican dry forest and a natural area near their school?
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Be sure to ask for specifics when mentioning different categories of animals during discussions 
of natural areas. If a student says that she can find a bird in the woods near her home, ask what 
types of birds she has seen. Note that assessment does not extend to knowing the names of 
the different organisms, but understanding the differences between species within the same 
type of organism is appropriate, such as comparing crows and sparrows. If a student mentions 
that there are frogs or turtles in a wetland, challenge him to be more specific, or conduct class 
research on local frog and turtle species. Do they look different? Do they behave different? 
These investigations will help inform students about the diversity of life in all habitats, which is 
an important component of any ecosystem.

Make comparisons between animals living in different parts of the tropical dry forest and a local 
ecosystem by recording data on a table like the one below.

Location In the trees On the ground In or near the water

Tropical dry forest

Near me
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• Is there only one type of animal or are there many animals that live in each location? 
• What do we notice about the animals that live in the trees? 
• How about animals that live on the ground or in or near the water? 
• Are there any patterns? 
• What structures do certain animals have in common? 
• Based on the evidence that you can gather, why might this be the case?

One preconception among students is the relative abundance of different organisms within 
any habitat. Our general focus on larger species such as mammals and birds often overlooks a 
wide variety of essential living things. For example, the number of plants will generally exceed 
the number of animals in any habitat, and the number of insects will far exceed the number 
of other animal groups. Discussions about nature rarely address the importance of plants to 
habitats, as well as the importance of insects and their relatives. This book seeks to address 
this preconception by focusing on tiny creatures that depend on particular plants within their 
natural habitat.

Page 1 also introduces the finger icon at the bottom right corner of the page. A tap on this 
icon will show how the page is interactive; in this case, it will allow a student to view different 
animals of the tropical dry forest in their habitats.

English language learners and those students who may struggle with reading can use the audio 
read-along tool, which will highlight words read in the audio. This will help students recognize 
and pronounce different words.

Students who require a challenge greater than separating animals into tree-, ground-, and 
water-dwellers may be encouraged to engage in a small group discussion about ways that 
they might categorize different living things based on physical features. Do this with images of 
animals that live within the same geographic area as their school, within the tropical dry forest, 
or a combination of both locations. Have students answer questions such as these:

• How might they divide a set of ten different animals into two groups? 
• Would they place crocodiles and bears together, or would they group bears with deer? 
• How are they making their decisions? 
• How many different sorts of groupings can they make, and what features did they choose to 

split the categories?

Differentiated Instruction
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End of Topic 1 Investigation: Can we make a simple 
habitat?

1. The following activities will involve living animals so be clear from the outset that students 
should not touch or handle animals without the express permission of teachers. 

2. While outdoors, students should wear protective eyewear, sunscreen, and clothing that will 
help protect from sun exposure. 

3. If students handle substrates such as soil or coconut coir, they should either wear non-latex 
gloves or wash hands immediately afterwards.

4. If you convert containers into small habitats in the classroom, the teacher needs to properly 
secure each container and maintain them in a location where students cannot access the 
habitats without adult supervision. 

5. If you construct a small pond on school grounds, it is advisable to surround the pond with a 
fence and lockable gate or situate the pond in a secure area where children cannot access 
it when adults are not present. Keep ponds shallow at depths of 24 inches or less to reduce 
any possible hazard with a water feature. 

6. Keep native plant gardens for pollinating birds, butterflies, and bees in locations where you 
can monitor students at all times so that children with possible allergies to insect stings 
may receive immediate attention in the event that they are stung.

Activity

To explore the concept of habitat through hands-on experimentation, students can investigate 
how they might develop a small, simple habitat—either in a container inside the classroom or 
in a small space outdoors. When developing the habitats, have students plan what the organism 
would need in its habitat. They will have to research what food, shelter, water, and space is 
necessary before considering construction of the simple habitat. (If you do not want to maintain 
live animals, you could stop the activity here.)

Among the easiest animals for such projects are earthworms and isopods (a.k.a. woodlice or 
roly-polies). Worm bins are useful for earthworms, and you can keep isopods in sealable food or 
storage containers that contain damp, dead leaves. A container with isopods should have a small 
hole or slit in the top and will require regular spraying with water (but avoid any water puddling 
in the bottom of the container). You can also construct a combined habitat for earthworms and 
isopods with a layer of damp substrate (organic potting soil or coconut coir) for the earthworms 
covered by a thick layer of dead leaves for the isopods to explore. 

Safety Notes
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Page 20

Students should have the opportunity to interpret these data on their own before the teacher 
begins to explain. Prompt student thinking with questions such as these:
• What are we looking at here?
• What words do we see? 
• What do those bars mean? 

The graph on this page shows the rainfall (in inches) over the province of Guanacaste, Costa 
Rica (a region of the country where tropical dry forests were once widespread). Through 
interpretation of this graph, students should be able to determine that January and February are 
the driest months and that September and October are the rainiest. The rainy season (also called 
invierno, or “winter” in Spanish) usually stretches from May to November, while the dry season 
(or verano for “summer” in Spanish) lasts from December until the end of April. The changes are 
very drastic over the course of one year. The “Check Your Thinking” buttons that appear at the 
bottom of the page will confirm each of these conclusions. 

While not necessary for students to know in working toward the performance expectation, it 
should be noted that although these monthly averages are relatively consistent, the onset of 
rainy and dry seasons can be affected by other climatic factors, such as El Niño, which prolongs 
the dry season. Seasons in the tropics are not necessarily as predictable as they might be in 
temperate regions where the seasons are governed by the Earth’s axial tilt. 
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Differentiated Instruction

For those students who may not be familiar with bar graphs—or may be struggling to make 
sense of them—the teacher may demonstrate how to lay a paper horizontally along the graph 
and line up the paper’s edge with the line for the zero value. How many bars do students see 
above the paper’s edge? The teacher may then show students how to move up to the halfway 
point between zero and two, which represents the number 1. How many bars do students see 
above the paper’s edge? This process may continue until students reach the line for 14 inches, 
which is the maximum value.

Students who need further practice with measurements may also place a ruler vertically on a 
piece of paper and mark the actual value of rainfall each month as indicated by the graph. For 
example, for April, students would mark one inch, which represents the total amount of rain that 
usually falls during that entire month. For October, students would mark twelve inches (or one 
foot), etc.

Pointing out that the official language in Costa Rica is Spanish and showing Spanish-language 
words as they relate to what is being studied can help develop a multicultural educational 
experience. Discussing conservation efforts in this area of the world will also support 
engagement in different cultures and in citizen science.

Tropical dry forests are among the world’s most endangered ecosystems, but the seasonal 
forests in Costa Rica appear to be recovering, thanks to efforts by the national government and 
conservation scientists like Dan Janzen. To learn more about how to help protect the tropical 
dry forests in Costa Rica, you may visit the Guanacaste Dry Forest Conservation Fund at http://
www.gdfcf.org/ or the Organization for Tropical Studies at http://www.ots.ac.cr/.

Teacher's Note: Conserving the dry forest
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Page 24

The silhouettes on this page can serve as guides for students to predict what they will see. (Note: 
The vocabulary word nocturnal is not assessed in this grade but can be used in context and then 
defined at the teacher’s discretion.) Guide discussion with questions such as these:

• What time of day is it?
• What has changed?
• Do you know any nighttime animals that live in tropical forests?
• Do any nighttime animals live near us? 
• What do you know about them?

Ask students to compare characteristics of the animals on this page with animals they have 
learned about earlier in the e-book. For example, like the sloths discussed on page 12, the 
tamandua (a type of anteater) has long, curved claws that work well for climbing and also work 
well for defense. The kinkajou is another climbing animal with flexible fingers and a prehensile 
tail like the monkeys on page 16. This animal and a related species, the olingo (also pictured), 
are fruit eaters, while the tamandua is an insect eater (primarily termites and ants) and the 
margay (a small, spotted cat) will eat small mammals, insects, birds, and frogs.  Ask questions to 
guide students’ thinking: 

• How do the animals’ habitats overlap? 
• How are they different? 
• Why would certain animals that eat figs come out in the nighttime instead of during the day 

like other fig eaters? 

Part of the reason that different animals can occupy the same habitat is the ability to lower 
the risk of competition by eating at different times of day and night. Because of their different 
feeding schedules, monkeys and kinkajous rarely encounter each other so there is no need to 
fight over resources—even if they might eat the same thing in the same place.



HOME IS WHERE MY HABITAT IS • TEACHER’S GUIDE 70

TOPIC 3: What Changes Can Occur in a Tropical Dry Forest?

Copyright © 2017 NSTA. All rights reserved. For more information, got to www.nsta.org/permissions.
TO PURCHASE THE ELEMENTARY E-BOOK, please visit http://www.nsta.org/publications/press/ebooks-kids.aspx

Students may be aware of nocturnal animals that live near them—foxes, opossums, raccoons, 
and even coyotes are increasingly common in many areas. What do students know about these 
nighttime animals? Many insects are active during the nighttime, as are bats, and this is also the 
time when frogs often make their calls. Since many bats and frogs eat insects students can use 
lines of logic like this as evidence for an argument about when animals might be active in their 
local habitats. (This phenomenon is true in Central America as much as it is in the United States: 
a chorus of frog calls fill the darkness, at least in those locations where frogs have not been 
affected by chytrid fungus).

Students can observe different body structures to explore the features that help different 
animals survive in different habitats Data can be entered into a table like the one below.

Example table for data collection:

Animal Type of Foot Type of Tail Where Does It Live?

Howler Monkey Flexible Toes Long Trees

Tamandua Curved Claws Long Trees

Hairy Porcupine Curved Claws Long Trees

Sloth Curved Claws None Trees

Peccary Hooves Short Ground

Jaguar Short Claws Long Ground

Kinkajou Flexible Toes Long Trees

Many of these animals are familiar to residents of Central America, where Spanish is the 
predominant language. Students may enjoy the multicultural opportunity to learn the Spanish 
names of these animals. Spanish-speaking students with family in Latin America may gather 
information from their parents about animals that their relatives or ancestors may have 
encountered. Many of the animals on these and other pages have Spanish names that vary 
between regions—the jaguar may either be called a jaguar or tigre, the peccary can be called 
a saíno or javelina, and a monkey could be a mono or mico. Discussing vocabulary provides a 
wonderful opportunity for students to learn more about the countries where tropical dry forests 
can be found.

Thinking Beyond

Differentiated Instruction




