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What is a black bear? 
 

This is one of the bear cubs Antler Ridge Wildlife Sanctuary rescued last year 

Black bears are the 
most plentiful bears in 
North America, but 
how much do you 
know about them? 
There is Yogi Bear, 
Balloo, Paddington 
Bear, Smokey the Bear, 
the Care Bears, and 
Winnie-the-Pooh. Our 
society loves fictitious 
bears. But what about 
the real thing? Well, if 
you do not love bears 
already, keep reading 
and you will! 

Did you ever have a 
stuffed teddy bear? 
Teddy bears were named after President Theodore (Teddy) Roosevelt. Roosevelt refused to shoot a 
captured American black bear in Mississippi. Once word got out about this, a toy maker named a 
cuddly stuffed bear after him. 

Remember scientific names from the other lesson plans? The scientific name for the black bear is 
Ursus americanus, and that is Latin for ‘American Bear’. That is fitting because if you are traveling 
through America, you are more likely to see a black bear than a grizzly/brown or polar bear, the only 
other two species of bear in North America. The only bears you will see in New Jersey or in the 
east are black bears. Polar bears live in Canada, Alaska, Greenland, Russia, and Norway. Grizzly (or 
brown bears) are found mainly in Alaska, but can be found in Wyoming, Alabama, Montana and 
Washington. Even though they all live in North America, black bears are not closely related to brown 
bears or polar bears. Research has shown they split from a common ancestor over 5 million years 
ago.  
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American black bears have short tails and short, sharp claws that are good for climbing trees. They 
are the smallest of the North American bears. Adults typically weigh between 200 and 600 
pounds, with males weighing a lot more than females. Most American black bears are black, of 
course! Although some are various shades of brown, reddish, gray, or even white. The white 
American black bear, or Spirit Bear as it is called, is very rare and its color is due to recessive gene 
expression. 

Black bears have small eyes and a pointed muzzle, and their ears are larger and more pointed than 
those of their brown bear relatives. Female black bears tend to have a thinner and more pointed face 
than male bears. A black bear’s ears will develop to full size faster than the rest of their body, and 
their hearing is estimated to be twice as sensitive as that of a human being. They have short legs, 
and their claws enable them to get away from danger by digging into a tree trunk so the bear can 
pull himself up. They have large paws that are wrinkled on the bottom and do not have hair on the 
pads of their feet. Their paws may be large, but they are nimble; bears can unscrew the lid of a jar 
and even open the latch of a door. Black bears are fast too! They can run up to 30 miles per hour for 
short distances. Black bears may be the smallest bears in North America, but they are strong. They 
can flip over a 300-pound rock with one paw! By far the most powerful sense a black bear has is its 
sense of smell…it is their superpower! It is believed that the black bear can smell humans, bears and 
other animals up to 5 miles away if the wind is right. A black bear has a sense of smell seven times 
more powerful than that of a bloodhound. 
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The real Smokey Bear 

 
Some people think that Smokey Bear is just a made-up story, but he was a real-life bear.  

One spring day in 1950, in the Capitan Mountains of New Mexico, an operator in one of the fire 
towers spotted smoke and called the location in to the nearest ranger station. The first crew 
discovered a major wildfire sweeping along the ground between the trees, driven by a strong wind. 
Word spread rapidly, and more crews reported to help. Forest rangers, local crews from New Mexico 
and Texas, and the New Mexico State Game Department set out to gain control of the raging 
wildfire. 

As the crew battled to contain the blaze, they received a report of a lone bear cub seen wandering 
near the fire line. They hoped that the mother bear would return for him. Soon, about 30 of the 
firefighters were caught directly in the path of the fire storm. They survived by lying face down on a 
rockslide for over an hour as the fire burned past them. 

Nearby, the little cub had not fared as well. He took refuge in a tree that became completely charred, 
escaping with his life but also badly burned paws and hind legs. The crew removed the cub from the 
tree, and a rancher among the crew agreed to take him home. A New Mexico Department of Game 
and Fish ranger heard about the cub when he returned to the fire camp. He drove to the rancher’s 
home to help get the cub on a plane to Santa Fe, where his burns were treated and bandaged. 

News about the little bear spread swiftly throughout New Mexico. Soon, the United Press and 
Associated Press broadcast his story nationwide, and many people wrote and called, asking about  
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the cub’s recovery. The state game warden wrote to the chief of the Forest Service, offering to 
present the cub to the agency as long as the cub would be dedicated to a conservation and wildfire 
prevention publicity program. The cub was soon on his way to the National Zoo in Washington, D.C., 
becoming the living symbol of Smokey Bear. 

Smokey received numerous gifts of honey and so many letters he had to have his own zip code! 

 
Left: Judy Bell who helped take care of Smokey, Right: Smokey on a Piper PA-12 Super Cruiser 
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Habitat  

                 
One of the many black bears that Antler Ridge has rehabilitated and released 

Care Bears live in Care-a-Lot, Balloo lives in the jungle, and Yogi Bear lives in Jellystone Park. But 
where do black bears live? You might not find them in Care-a-Lot, but you will find them all over 
North America from Alaska and Canada all the way to Mexico. 

Each bear has a territory, which varies depending on gender. Females typically have a smaller 
territory (2-1/2 to 10 square miles) compared to males (10 to 59 square miles), however, sometimes 
these territories can overlap. 

The black bear is a generalist, meaning it can survive in a variety of habitats. That is different 
than a specialist, who can only survive in a specific habitat. For example, the orchid mantis, a 
specialist, is an insect that can only survive on orchids in tropical environments. Because the black 
bear is a generalist, it has a lot of habitat options. Generally, they tend to be found in forested 
regions, but they can also be located in meadows, tidal areas, and swamps. 

Wherever in North America black bears live, their habitats have a few things in common. They are 
often found in areas with hard to reach terrain, thick understory vegetation and large quantities of 
edible material, especially masts. Mast is the fruit of forest trees and shrubs, such as acorns and 
other nuts. Many scientists believe the reason the black bear prefers the woodlands is because they 
evolved next to the more aggressive grizzly bear who lives in more open areas.  
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Here in the northeast their favorite habitat consists of a forest filled with trees such as oak, hickory, 
maple, birch and evergreen trees. Corn crops as well as oak and hickory nuts are also common 
sources of food. Small, thick swampy areas provide excellent cover. At Antler Ridge, past the 
sanctuary, there are over 100 acres filled with thick forest, streams and even pools of water called 
vernal pools. There are black walnuts, 
acorns, hickory nuts and all sorts of 
berries that bears love to eat. We 
hardly ever see the bears in person, 
but we know they are there, because 
of the tracks that they leave and 
because of the trail cameras we have 
set up! 

 

A picture taken from one of our trail cameras 
on the nature trail at Antler Ridge 

Look at the picture above. What 
about the environment do you 
notice? Do you see all the trees? 
Look how thick it is and all the hiding 
places on the ground. This is the favorite habitat for the black bear! 

If you do not have a trail camera, do not worry, you can often see if a bear has been in the area, just 
look on the ground! These are what bear tracks look like.  

                                            

  



 

 Antler Ridge Wildlife Sanctuary Lesson Plan Squirrel 2020 52 County Road 661 Newton NJ 07860 
CONSERVATION EDUCATION RREHABILITATION  

Rescue Rehabilitate Release 
 

Diet 

 
One of the bears Antler Ridge rescued enjoying his favorite treat…cantaloupe. 

From our group of make-believe bears, you might realize that bears eat a lot of different things. You 
have seen Winnie-the-Pooh with his head stuck in a honey jar, or Yogi Bear stealing picnic baskets, 
or Paddington Bear eating marmalade. Even though our list of bears is not real, the creators of these 
bears obviously knew that bears eat whatever they can get their paws on. 

Like wolves, tigers and other predators, black bears belong to the Carnivora Order, but they are not 
skilled hunters like many of the members in this order. For example, they can run 30 miles per hour, 
but only for short distances (and they overheat quickly). They also do not have the sharp molars seen 
in other carnivores. Unlike the grizzly bears you see on the television standing in a river catching 
salmon, black bears are not very good at catching fish.   

So rather than eating mostly meat, their diet is 75-95% plants. Of course, they will eat meat when 
given the chance, so they are termed omnivores, meaning plant and animal eaters. 

Even their bodies are geared towards eating plants. They have flexible lips which enable them to 
easily pick off berries from bushes; their feet and claws are suited for tree climbing, ripping open logs 
and turning over rocks, all of which helps them find food like leaves, grubs, roots, and seeds. 

They are also opportunistic, meaning they will eat whatever they can find and this can vary greatly 
depending on where the bear lives and the season. Their diet includes some of the following: berries, 
nuts, fish, honey, insects, eggs, and roots. Black bears need to eat a lot of food, especially in the fall 
when they need to put on weight for the winter and early spring. In spring they mostly eat grasses 
and plants that are just starting to come up. In summer they eat shrub fruits and berries and in fall 
they eat berries, larger fruits and nuts such as acorns and black walnuts. During the spring, summer  
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and fall, bears will eat insects like ants, wasps, and honeybees…and just like Winnie the Pooh, they 
LOVE honey.  

Bears may forage up to 20 hours a day during autumn, increasing their body weight by 35% in 
preparation for winter. Now it is time for another science word! During this time of year they enter 
‘hyperphagia’, which literally means “excessive eating.” 

If you did not get a photo on a trail camera or you did not see any tracks, there is still a way to tell if 
a bear has been in the area, because of the way he eats! Look for large rocks or logs that have been 
turned over or rotten logs that have been ripped open. Bears will do this looking for ants and other 
insects. Also, if you see a hornet’s nest torn apart and laying on the ground, it might have been a 
bear. If you are hiking in the woods and want to be a ‘bear detective’, notice everything around you, 
even the berries on the vines or the fruits on the trees. Are the berries gone and the vines on the 
ground? Are the branches of the tree broken and the apples or cherries missing? There might have 
been a bear in the area enjoying his dinner!  

 
During the summer, these berries grow all along the nature trail at Antler Ridge and are the bears favorite thing to eat! 

This is VERY important! Because humans are building homes closer and closer to where bears live, 
bears have rapidly adapted to eating food from our garbage cans or eating food from our campsites. 
Remember, they are opportunistic eaters. Never, not ever, feed a bear or leave out food where you 
are camping. If there are bears in the area, always make sure your parents ‘bear proof’ the garbage 
cans. They may look cute and cuddly, but they are a very big, very wild animal. Even though they are 
not generally aggressive, if you leave food for them, or do not lock up your garbage cans, bears can 
become a nuisance and that is dangerous for you and for the bear! 
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Behavior 

    
Two more of Antler Ridge’s rescued bears waiting to be released to their home in the wild. 

Bears usually live alone, except for mother bears and her babies.  A baby bear is called a cub. A 
mother bear usually has two cubs at a time but can have only one or up to five. During the late fall to 
early winter, bears will start to look for a winter den to have her cubs. Native Americans called the full 
moon in January the ‘Bear Moon’ because January is when most bear cubs are born. The den must 
provide shelter from the weather and cover from predators and must be well drained, so it does not 
collect water. Who wants to sleep in a puddle? Dens can be located among boulders, under logs, 
fallen stumps or in holes that bears dig.  The cubs stay with their mother to learn how to survive until 
they are about one and a half years old. Then they will each go their own way. The American black 
bear is fairly common. It is the most common bear in North America, and its only real threat is 
humans. Bears can live to be about thirty years old but most live fifteen to twenty years in the wild.  

 
Every spring Antler Ridge rescues bear cubs just like this cub from last year.  
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Do American Black Bears hibernate? The short answer is sort of. Have you ever heard 
of hibernation? This is when certain animals become inactive and their heart rate, breathing, and 
metabolism get very slow and their temperature lowers. This happens during cold winter months and 
allows the animal to survive the cold and lack of food. Bears are famous for hibernating but guess 
what! Black bears don't truly hibernate according to scientists. Black bears do sleep a lot through the 
winter and can even go for 100 days without eating, drinking, or going to the bathroom. However, 
their body temperature does not lower as much as most hibernators. Instead, they are considered to 
be in a deep winter sleep, called torpor.  While in this state of torpor the bear’s heartbeat will drop 
from about 50 beats per minute down to only 8 beats per minute. But, because their body 
temperature does not drop, a black bear can wake up quickly to defend herself and her cubs against 
a predator that enters the den.  

American black bears may communicate with various vocal and non-vocal sounds. Tongue-clicking 
and grunting are the most common sounds and are made in friendly situations to other bears or 
cubs. During times of fear or nervousness, bears may moan, huff or blow air. Warning sounds include 
jaw-clicking and lip-popping. In aggressive interactions, American black bears produce deep-
throated pulsing sounds. Cubs may squeal, bawl or scream when frightened and make a motor-like 
humming sound when comfortable, nursing or when we need to bottle feed them. If you think that a 
bear cub humming is a cute sound to hear, you are right!  American black bears often mark trees 
using their teeth and claws as a form of communication with other bears. What is the first rule about 
being a ‘bear detective’? Look at everything, including the trees. Scratches high up on a tree is 
another sign bear are in the area. The highest scratch on a tree tells the other bears in the area who 
the biggest bear in the forest is!  

Black bears may be the smallest bears in North America, but they are still big compared to humans 
and other animals. An adult male bear is about 3 feet at the shoulder and 5–7 feet tall when standing 
upright. That is as tall as Shaquille O'Neal! Do not believe everything you see in the movies; when a 
black bear stands on his hind legs, he is rarely being aggressive. Most of the time they do it so they 
can get a better view. In fact, black bears are usually not aggressive and are more afraid of you than 
you are of them and if they see you, they will usually climb high up in a tree to hide. That does not 
mean you should try to get close to them or interact with them. They may not be overly aggressive, 
but a bear will defend themselves if they feel you are a threat. It is much better and safer to 
appreciate them from a distance!  

American black bears are crepuscular. Do you remember what that means? If you said they are most 
active during dusk and dawn, you are right! 
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Fun Facts 
1. A male bear is called a boar and a female bear is called a sow. 

2. A group of bears are called a sleuth. 

3. Black Bears lose up to 30% of their weight during their torpor phase. 

4. Black bears are excellent climbers and very good swimmers. 

5. A new-born baby black bear is the size of a hamster! 

6. Black bears can see in color. 

7. There are 8 species of bear in the world. The North American Black Bear, The Grizzly or Brown 
Bear, The Polar Bear, The Asiatic Black Bear, The Spectacled Bear, The Panda Bear, The Sloth Bear and 
finally, The Sun Bear.  

8. All bears have very long tongues that they use to extract insects from nests almost like an     
anteater. 

9. Young bears stay with their mothers for about one and a half years.  

10. Only about 10 percent of black bears in Yosemite National Park are actually black.  
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Why bears are important for the environment.  
Black bears play an important role within the ecosystem because they forage for food.  As you know, 
they will eat just about anything they can find. As black bears rip apart logs, plants or rotting trees to 
find insects, they not only speed up the decomposition of forest wood, but also help to control 
insect populations. Black bears also spread seeds of different plants and trees as they eat roots, 
flowers, grasses, fruits, berries, herbs, nuts and acorns. Since they are very adaptable to different 
types of environments, many different areas may benefit from a bear passing through as they spread 
seeds of different plants and trees.  
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Quiz 
Draw a line to match the word to the definition 

 

Ursus americanus    Excessive eating 

 

Crepuscular     Baby Bear 

 

Generalist     Plant and animal eater 

 

Torpor      Can survive in a variety of habitats 

 

Specialist     Fruit of forest trees and shrubs 

 

Cub      Eat whatever they can find 

 

Mast      American Bear 

 

Hyperphagia     Active at dusk and dawn 

 

Omnivore     Deep winter sleep 

 

Opportunistic     Can only survive in a specific habitat 
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Quiz 
1. Black bears are generalists, meaning: 

 a. They can survive in a variety of habitats 

 b. They must have fish in order to live 

 c. They can only live in forests 

 d. They can only be found in mountains 

2. What is a white black bear sometimes called? 

 a. Polar bear 

 b. Hibernating bear 

 c. Spirit bear 

 d. Spectacled bear 

3. How many species of bear are there? 

 a. 6 

 b. 4 

 c. 8 

 d. 11 

4. What is the biggest threat to a black bear? 

 a. Coyotes 

 b. Bees 

 c. Humans 

 d. Dogs 

5. What is a group of bears called? 

 a. Troupe 

 b. Herd 

 c. Sleuth 

 d. Passel 
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6. How fast can a bear run? 

 a. 10 miles per hour 

 b. 55 miles per hour 

 c. 30 miles per hour 

 d. 15 miles per hour 

7.  What does crepuscular mean? 

 a. Active at dusk and dawn 

 b. Animals that hibernate 

 c. Animals that eat plants and animals 

 d. Active during the day 

8. What is a baby bear called? 

 a. Joey 

 b. Jack 

 c. Kid 

 d. Cub 

9. What are American black bears not very good at? 

 a. Finding berries 

 b. Climbing trees 

 c. Fishing 

 d. Swimming 

10. How long do cubs stay with their mothers? 

 a. 1 ½ years 

 b. 5 years 

 c. 10 years 

 d. For life 
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American Black Bear Coloring page
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Color and cut out your own Black Bear Mask 
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Black Bear Puzzle 

Cut out the pieces and glue together to match the picture in the corner.  


