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Organisms and Their Envi-
ronment (Life Science Uni-
fying Concept C)  A variety 
of ecosystems and communi-
ties exist on Earth.  Ecosys-
tems are dynamic interactions 
of organisms and their envi-
ronment.  Ecosystems have 
distinct characteristics and 
components that allow certain 
organisms to thrive.  Change 
in one or more components 
can affect the entire ecosys-
tem. 

 
Strand 2.2 -The Living Envi-
ronment (A, C, D):  Learners 
understand basic similarities 
and differences among a wide 
variety of living organisms.  
They understand the concept 
of habitat, the basic ways in 
which organisms are related 
to their environment and other 
organisms and know that liv-
ing things need some source 
of energy to live and grow. 

Animal Habitats (Oh Deer!)   
An introduction that illustrates to students the concept of carrying capacity within a habitat as they become 
a deer or a component of its environment. The students will have the opportunity to see how changes in the 
carrying capacity of a habitat causes changes in the population of animals that can survive in that habitat.  
 

Grade Level : 1st grade  
 
Objectives:  

Students will be able to 
identify that food, water, 
oxygen, shelter, and 
space are necessary 
components to survival.   
Students will be able to 
define factors that may 
limit survival and recog-
nize the fluctuations in 
wildlife populations 
based on the constant 
change of the ecological 
system 

 
Materials:   

Playing field 
Graph paper 
Writing utensils 

 
Time Considerations  
Preparation: 15 minutes 
Activity (Oh Deer!): 45 min-
utes 
 
Related Activities:  
Camouflage, Animal Track-
ing, Biodiversity, Animal 
Homes 
 
 

Nevada Department of  
Education Standards  

Excellence in Environmental 
Education Guidelines  

Begin the lesson by introducing 
the concept of carrying capacity 
and explaining to students that 
carrying capacity affects all living 
things on Earth. Carrying capac-
ity is the number of animals of a 
given species that can be sup-
ported in a living area (meaning 
that it has enough food, water, 
space, and adequate shelter).  

Explain to students that 
different animals have different 
carry capacity within the same 
area. For example, at Water Can-
yon there is enough habitat re-
quirements to support about 50 
mule deer which are the favorite 
prey of mountain lions. Yet be-
cause of the mountain lionôs need 
for space Water Canyon can only 
support one mountain lion. There 
are not enough Mule Deer to feed 
more than one mountain lion. It is 
important to note that carrying 
capacity is in a constant state of 

change. What factors would 
cause it to change? The different 
seasons is one factor that can 
cause carrying-capacity to 
change because there is less 
food during the winter months 
than during the spring months. 
Other factors include: variations 
in rainfall, change in temperature 
patterns, natural disasters, 
change in plant growth, and hu-
man intervention. As a result, 
populations of animal species 
have a tendency to fluctuate. Tell 
students that they will have the 
opportunity to see this for them-
selves as they become deer and 
components of its habitat in to-
dayôs activity, Oh Deer!   

Background  
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The teacher should keep track of 
how many deer are at the begin-
ning and end of each round. After 
consecutive rounds, the students 
can graph the fluctuations in popu-
lation. The class should discuss 
the fluctuations as a natural proc-
ess. A discussion of excessive lim-
iting factors, such as drought, fire, 
deforestation, loss of habitat, and 
over hunting, should be intro-
duced. The game can then con-
tinue to include limiting factors.  
For example, if there is a drought 
no one on the habitat side could 
be water (the deer would be un-
aware). 
 

 

Conclusion ð 
 
After the activity, ask students how 
the population of deer changed as 
a result of changes in its habitat. 
Have students use their graphs to 
support their findings. What are 
the components necessary for 
deer to survive? Ask students 
what are some of the limiting fac-
tors that limited the survival of the 
deer? Ask students how humans 
have altered the carrying capacity 
of deer and other animals. Have 
these changes helped or hurt the 
animals? What can we do to limit 
the amount of change we inflict on 
animalsô carrying capacity?  
 
     

Evaluation ð 

Assess the younger studentsô 
understanding of the concept 
of carrying capacity while 
playing the game 
Have older students create 
graphs illustrating the change 
in animal population against 
the change in amount of com-
ponents available in the habi-
tat.  The older students 
should be able to explain their 
graphs in small groups or to 
the class.  

 

Extension Activities ð 
 

Have a plan of multiple eco-
systems with specific species 
in each. Tamper with the 
amount of one animal popula-
tion in an ecosystem to see 
how that affects the carrying 
capacity of another animal. 
Especially for older students, 
have them create graphs for 
these different scenarios.  

Find an open area (indoor gym or 
athletic field) and mark off two par-
allel lines twenty yards apart.  
 
Have the students count off in 
fives. The ones will become the 
deer, which will stand behind one 
of the two parallel lines. The twos 
will become food, the threes will 
become water, the fours will be-
come space, and the fives will be-
come shelter. These 
ñcomponentsò of the deerôs habitat 
will stand behind the second line.  
 
Make sure to go over the rules 
and any safety precautions of the 
activity before starting.  

 

Oh Deer!  
During the activity, when the deer 
wants food, it should put its hands 
over its stomach. When it wants 
water, it should put its hands on its 
mouth. When it wants shelter, it 
should put its hands together over 
its head. When it wants space, it 
should stretch its arms out to the 
side. The components of the habi-
tat will carry out the same actions 
to denote that they are that com-
ponent. 
 
The deer and the components 
should turn around with their 
backs to each other. The teacher 
then shouts 1, 2, é3. They all turn 
towards the center. Each deer will 
reveal the component it is looking 
for. Each component will reveal 
which one they are.  
The deer will run to get its compo-
nent and take it back to the deer 
side of the line. (Representing the 
deer meeting its needs and repro-
ducing as a result.) Any deer that 
does not find its component dies 
and becomes part of the habitat, 
joining the students on the habitat 
side and choosing a component 
that it will become. 

Preparations  

Doing the Activity  

Carrying Capacity ð The maximum 
population of a particular organism 
that a given environment can support 
without detrimental effects.  

Habitatð The area or environment 
where an organism or ecological 
community normally lives or occurs 
  
Population ð All the organisms that 
constitute a specific group or occur in 
a specified habitat 
 
Limiting Factor ð an environmental 
variable that limits or slows the 
growth or activities of an organism 

Vocabulary  

Sources ð 
The American HeritageÈ Science 

Dictionary Copyright É 2002 by 

Houghton Mifflin Company. Pub-

lished by Houghton Mifflin Company.   

 

Project Wild K-12 Activity GuideÈ 

Copyright É 2002 by Council for En-

vironmental Education.  


