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Animal Architects & Amazing Athletes:
Uncovering Instincts!

Materials Needed:

Computer or tablet with internet access

Paper and drawing/coloring supplies (crayons, markers, colored pencils)

Optional: modeling clay, construction paper, scissors, glue (for diorama or model options)
Aria's biology notebook or journal

Learning Objectives:

By the end of this lesson, Aria will be able to:

¢ Define "instinctual behavior" and distinguish it from learned behavior.

¢ |dentify and describe at least three examples of instinctual behaviors in different animal
species.

¢ Explain the general adaptive advantage (why it helps them survive and reproduce) of these
instincts.

¢ Creatively design and present a project (e.g., comic strip, short story, diorama, or a short
"documentary" script) illustrating an instinctual behavior in an animal of her choice.

Lesson Activities:

Part 1: What's an Instinct? (Approx. 15-20 minutes)
1. Introduction - The Mystery Behavior:

Start with a question: "Aria, imagine a tiny sea turtle hatching on a beach. It's never seen the ocean,
its parents aren't there to guide it, yet it almost always heads straight for the water. How do you
think it knows what to do?"

Discuss Aria's initial thoughts. Introduce the idea that some behaviors aren't learned, they're built-in.
2. Defining Instinct:

Explain: "This is an example of an instinctual behavior, sometimes just called an instinct.
Instincts are complex, unlearned behaviors that are genetically programmed into an animal. They
are performed correctly the first time an animal encounters the right stimulus, without any prior
experience or teaching."

Contrast with learned behaviors: "Think about learning to ride a bike or speak a language. Those are
learned. Instincts are different. Can you think of something you do that felt like an instinct, or
something your pet does?" (e.qg., a baby sucking, a dog shaking off water).

3. Key Characteristics of Instincts:

Innate: Present from birth or a specific developmental stage.

Stereotyped: Performed in a similar way by all members of a species (or by all members of a
certain sex/age within that species).

Triggered: Often initiated by a specific stimulus (a sign stimulus or releaser).

Adaptive: Usually crucial for survival or reproduction.
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Have Aria jot down the definition and key characteristics in her notebook.
Part 2: Instincts in Action! (Approx. 20-25 minutes)
1. Video Exploration:

Watch 2-3 short, engaging video clips showcasing different animal instincts. Suggestions (you can
search for these on YouTube, making sure to preview them first for age-appropriateness and clarity):

e "Spider spinning a web" (complex architectural instinct)

e "Bird building a nest" (another architectural instinct)

¢ "Baby birds gaping for food" (response to stimulus)

¢ "Migration of birds or wildebeest" (navigational/seasonal instincts)
¢ "Cuckoo bird chick ejecting host eggs" (brood parasitism instinct)

2. Discussion:
After each video, discuss:

¢ "What instinctual behavior did we observe?"

¢ "How do you know it's an instinct and not learned?" (Refer back to characteristics)

¢ "What might be the trigger for this behavior?"

¢ "How does this behavior help the animal survive or reproduce?" (Adaptive advantage)

Encourage Aria to list these examples and their adaptive advantages in her notebook.

Part 3: Become an Instinct Investigator! (Approx. 45-60 minutes - Creative
Project)

1. Project Introduction:

"Now it's your turn to be an instinct investigator and a creative storyteller! Your mission is to choose
an animal and one of its fascinating instinctual behaviors. Then, you'll create a project to showcase
it."

2. Project Options (Aria chooses one):

e Comic Strip: Create a 4-6 panel comic strip showing an animal performing its instinct. Include
captions or speech bubbles that explain (simply) what's happening and why it's an instinct.

¢ Short Story: Write a short, imaginative story (1-2 pages) from the perspective of an animal
experiencing and acting on one of its instincts. Describe what the animal might sense, feel (in
an animalistic way), and how the instinct helps it.

¢ Diorama/Model: Build a small diorama or model depicting an animal in the process of an
instinctual behavior (e.g., a beaver building a dam, a bird on its nest). Prepare a short oral
explanation to go with it.

¢ "Mini-Documentary" Script: Write a script (1-2 pages) for a short nature documentary
segment. Imagine you are David Attenborough! Describe the animal, its habitat, the instinct,
and its importance. Aria could even film it later if she's keen!

3. Research & Planning (if needed):

Aria can choose an animal and instinct discussed, or she might want to pick a new one. Allow 10-15
minutes for quick, safe online research if she wants to explore (e.g., "animal instincts for kids,"
"coolest animal instincts"). Guide her to reliable sources like National Geographic Kids, DK Find Out,
or educational wildlife sites.

She should identify:
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e The animal and its specific instinct.
e Why it's an instinct (not learned).

e The trigger (if known).

¢ The adaptive advantage.

4. Creation Time:

Aria works on her chosen project. Be available for guidance and encouragement.

Part 4: Showcase and Reflect (Approx. 10-15 minutes)

1. Presentation:

Aria presents her project, explaining the animal, its instinct, and why it's important for survival.
2. Reflection & Discussion:

¢ "What was the most interesting instinct you learned about today?"

¢ "Can you think of any human behaviors that might have an instinctual basis? (e.g., startling at
a loud noise, a baby's grip reflex, craving certain foods when deficient). How are human
instincts different or more complex than those in other animals due to our advanced learning
capabilities?"

¢ "Why is understanding instinctual behavior important in biology?" (e.g., wildlife conservation,
understanding animal needs, evolution).

Optional Extension Activities:

¢ Nature Walk: Go on a nature walk and try to spot any signs of instinctual behavior in local
wildlife (birds, squirrels, insects).

¢ Pet Observations: If Aria has pets, she can observe them closely for a day and try to
distinguish between their instinctual and learned behaviors.

¢ Further Research: Research a particularly complex instinct, like the waggle dance of
honeybees or the migration routes of monarch butterflies.

This lesson provides a mix of direct instruction, guided inquiry through videos and discussion, and a
strong emphasis on creative application. It allows Aria to choose a project that suits her interests and
learning style, fostering engagement and ownership of her learning.
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