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The Cat’s out  
of the Bag!

This lesson begins with a word 
splash activity in which students explore 
environmental features of the snow leopard’s 
mountain habitat. In a hands-on group activity, 
students assemble puzzles in order to construct 
four distinct cat species. Students consider 
how these cats are uniquely adapted to their 
ecosystems. The activity concludes with a 
focus on snow leopards in particular, including 
photos and videos of the cat in its natural 
habitat, and an expansion of the word splash to 
include snow leopard adaptations.
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Inquiry/Critical Thinking Questions
How do an animal’s physical characteristics •	
and behaviors aid its survival?
How is the snow leopard uniquely adapted •	
to its habitat?

Objectives
Students will:

Link cat adaptations to environmental •	
conditions
Compare morphology and habitats of four •	
cats—snow leopard (Uncia uncia), Canadi-
an lynx (Lynx canadensis), jaguar (Panthera 
onca), and cheetah (Acinonyx jubatus)
Become familiar with unique character-•	
istics of snow leopards—habitat, adaptive 
features and behaviors

Time Required
1 class period

Key Concepts
adaptation•	
environment•	

Subject Areas
science•	
English/language arts•	
geography•	

National Standards Alignment
NSES
C.  Life Science (structure and function in 
living systems; diversity and adaptations of 
organisms)
F.  Science in Personal and Social Perspec-
tives (populations, resources, and environ-
ments)
NCSS
III.  People, Places, and Environments
IV.  Global Connections
NAAEE
2.2  The Living Environment (organisms, 
populations, and communities)
2.4  Environment and Society (environmen-
tal issues)

Vocabulary
adaptation— a physical characteristic or 
behavior that helps an organism to survive in 
specific environmental conditions 
ecosystem— all the living and nonliving 
components found within a given area that 
function together as a unit; an ecosystem 
includes an environment and the organisms 
living within it
environment— physical surroundings; in sci-
ence, environment often refers to the natural 
world
habitat— the natural environment where an 
organism lives
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Materials/Preparation
9 pieces of paper, each with one of the fol-
lowing phrases written in large letters with a 
marker: high altitude, thin air, very cold, long 
winter, deep snow, few trees, rocks, steep slopes, 
cliffs
Post the pieces of paper on a wall or board 
where all students can read them
Handout: Four Ecosystems
Clear plastic bag that closes securely (e.g. 
Ziploc bag), 1 for each group of 4 students
Cat Characteristic Cards, photocopied, cut, 
and placed in a Ziploc bag; 1 complete set 
of 4 cats per group of 4 students [use dotted 
lines as cutting guides]
Handout: Big Cat Facts, 1 per group
Handout: Graphic Organizer, 1 per group
Internet access for snow leopard videos and 
photos (could be downloaded and saved on a 
computer ahead of time)
Blank index cards, 1 for each student or pair

Activity
Introduction: Word Splash  
(5-10 minutes)
 1. This lesson begins with a word splash. A 

word splash is an assortment of words 
related to a particular topic that allows 
students to brainstorm around that topic.

 2. Ask students to silently read the words 
on the nine pieces of paper that you’ve 
posted (see Materials/Preparation 
section). Tell them that these pertain to 
what you will study in class today. Ask 
students to brainstorm about possible 
things they will study today based on the 
word splash. Explain that even if they are 
not familiar with some of the words, they 
can still make predictions based on words 
they do know. 

 3. Read the phrases out loud one at a time. 
Ask students to share their ideas about 
how these phrases might be related.

 4. Have students brainstorm with a partner 
five items they would need to survive 
in this environment. (Examples might 
include a warm coat and snowshoes.)

 5. Ask volunteers to share their brainstorm 
items.

 6. Let the class know that today you will 
study how animals are adapted to survive 
in particular environments. 

The Cat’s out of the Bag!1
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Protecting the Endangered Snow
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Big Cat Facts, page 2

The Cat’s out of the Bag!1

Cheetah

Snow Leopard
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Cheetahs (Acinonyx jubatus) typically live in 
grassy savannahs and plains in Africa and Asia. 
The word cheetah means “spotted one.” Cheetahs  
have tan coats with small round black spots. They 
have distinctive black “tear tracks” that run from the 
inside corners of their eyes down to their mouths.

Cheetahs are the fastest land animal in the 
world. They can run up to 70 miles per hour, 
aided by narrow bodies and long legs. They are 
the only cats that cannot retract their claws, which 
help them maintain traction when they run (like 
cleats). Wide nostrils and large lung capacity also 
help them to run quickly. However, they can only 
run short distances before they become exhausted.

The cheetah has weak jaws and small teeth. 
It overtakes its prey by stalking the animal, then 
bursting into full speed until it trips the animal 
with its front paw, and finally biting the animal’s 

Snow leopards (Uncia uncia) are considered 
shy because they are rarely seen in the wild. They 
live high in the mountains of central Asia, where 
plants are scarce. Mountain air is “thin” because 
air pressure in higher altitudes is lower than at sea 
level. Snow leopards have strong lungs and large 
chest cavities to allow them to get enough oxygen 
from the air. 

Thick, long fur helps them stay warm in 
snowy conditions. Their fur, which is typically 
yellowish-gray with black rosette-shaped spots, 
camouflages them in rocky and snowy condi-
tions. The snow leopard’s large furry paws act like 
snowshoes to help it walk on snow. Their large 
paws also allow them to grip rocks. 

The snow leopard primarily preys on moun-
tain sheep, goats, rodents, birds, and deer. Snow 
leopards hunt by hiding behind rocks on slopes 

throat when it falls. Its diet consists of small ante-
lopes, small mammals, and birds.

The cheetah eats quickly to prevent other 
predators from taking its food. Cheetahs also eat 
during the day when many competing predators 
are sleeping.

above prey animals, then leaping down and 
pouncing on the prey. Snow leopards can jump up 
to 30 feet, assisted by long, muscular hind limbs. 
They have extremely long tails (up to 1 meter, or 
40 inches), which aid their balance. Their long 
tails are also useful for covering their faces to stay 
warm while they are resting.



Activity
Introduction: True/False Quiz  
(5-10 minutes)
 1. Divide the class into pairs.
 2. Give each pair a True/False Quiz 

handout.
 3. Allow pairs to work for 2-3 minutes on 

the quiz.
 4. Go through these answers as a class, one 

at a time.
 1. False. An environment is the place where 

organisms live, referring to nonliving or 
abiotic factors. An ecosystem includes all 
the living and nonliving components within 
a particular area. 

 2. True. Biodiversity can refer to species, 
genetic, or ecosystem diversity.

 3. True. Each species plays a unique part 
in its ecosystem. Keystone species actually 
regulate the other species in the ecosystem. 
When they are removed, the ecosystem 
changes in dramatic ways.

 4. False. Humans are consumers, not 
producers. They are not able to create their 
own food, like plants do.

 5. Ask volunteers to share one thing from 
the quiz that surprised them or that they 
found interesting.

Core Activity: Ecosystem Mingle  
(30 minutes)
 1. Ask students to recall what they know 

about snow leopards. 
 2. Ask students to recall what type of 

ecosystem snow leopards live in. (high 
mountains in central Asia; snowy, rocky 
terrain; sparse vegetation and few trees; cold 
and dry) 

 3. Tell the class that each of them will take 
on the role of one component in the 
snow leopard’s ecosystem.

 4. Pass out an Ecosystem Role Card to each 
student. Make sure that all students have 
a chance to read their role cards before 
beginning the mingle activity. 

Review the definition of •	 energy with 
students. (Energy refers to the ability 
to do work; energy can take many forms 
including heat and light.)
Go over all cards so that everyone •	
understands their roles. 
Note: •	 For classes with English lan-
guage learners, you may want to have 
students complete the activity in pairs.

 5. Pass out one Mountain Mixer handout to 
each student.

Mountain Mixer2
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Mountain Mixer2

Ecosystem Role Cards, page 1

1. Grass 2. Shrub

3. Woolly Hare 4. Marmot
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Who I am: a green 
plant with thin leaves, 
small flowers, and 
brown seeds 
Where I live: in sunny 
areas of the Himalayas 
where soil is present 
Where I get energy: 
 from the sun
Who depends on me as an energy source: 
 sheep, goats, other herbivores

Who I am: a plant with 
woody stems and small 
round green leaves 
Where I live: in sunny 
areas of the Himalayas 
where soil is present 
Where I get energy: 
 from the sun
Who depends on me as an energy source: 
 rodents, sheep, goats, and other plant-eating 
mammals

Who I am: a small 
mammal similar to a 
rabbit
Where I live: in dry 
mountain areas where 
grass grows
Where I get energy: 
 from grass and other 
plants
Who depends on me as an energy source: 
 carnivores, such as snow leopards and lynxes

Who I am: a ground-
dwelling rodent related 
to squirrels
Where I live: in bur-
rows in the soil
Where I get energy: 
 from grasses, lichens, 
mosses, berries, roots
Who depends on me as an energy source: 
 foxes, wolves, bears, eagles, snow leopards 

5. Chukar Partidge

Who I am: a mostly 
grey ground-dwelling 
bird with a red beak 
and legs
Where I live: on rock 
outcrops and cliffs
Where I get energy: 
 from seeds, grasses, 
insects
Who depends on me as an energy source: 
 snow leopards, humans, wolves, and other preda-
tors




