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The Fantastic Mr. Fox 
What is a fox? 

 

Have you ever been hiking or walking 
around and saw something that looked like 
a dog, but in many ways acted like a cat? 
Well, chances are, it was a fox! Foxes live on 
every continent except Antarctica 
and thrive in cities, towns, and rural settings. 
But despite being all around us, they're a bit 
of a mystery. Have you ever heard been 
called 'sly as a fox'? If so, this means you are 
clever and maybe even a little bit sneaky! 
Foxes earn these descriptions because of the ways they must hunt in order to survive in the wild.  

Foxes are mammals, which means they have fur, a backbone and are warm-blooded. Most varieties 
of foxes are comparable in size to medium-sized dogs. They are most famous for their triangular 
head shape and bushy tails. Their fur is thick and helps keep them warm in the winter months. They 
shed their fur for a lighter coat in the summer. Foxes have strong legs that enable them to run 
quickly, either to catch their lunch or to run away from a predator. Foxes may seem cute and cuddly, 
especially babies, but they are wild animals with sharp teeth. Because they are so clever, foxes are 
popular characters in books and movies. 

Foxes are part of the Canidae family, which means they are related to wolves, jackals, and dogs. 
They're medium-sized, between 7 and 15 pounds, with pointy faces, flexible bodies, and bushy tails. 
When raising their young, they live in small families—called a "leash of foxes" or a "skulk of foxes"—
in underground burrows. There is little doubt that foxes belong in the Canidae family along with 
dogs and wolves because they have a lot in common. They have 42 teeth like dogs, long legs, they 
make a den to raise their babies in, they have 4 toes and a smooth tongue. But foxes are unique 
because the also have MANY things in common with cats. Foxes have long whiskers around their 
nose and on their legs like cats, they have long, thin, strong and very sharp teeth just like a cat. Gray 
foxes have feet like cats do and can even retract their claws. Red foxes have eyes like a cat, stalk like 
a cat and even go “Halloween cat” when they are angry.  

 There are over 40 different species of foxes, but twelve of them are considered 'true' foxes. In North 
America there are 4 species of fox; the red fox which has by far the widest distribution, the gray fox 
which is fairly common in the United States (but not Canada), the kit fox that lives in the western 
deserts of the US, and the swift fox that is found in the Plains states. Here on the East Coast we have 
two kinds of foxes, the red fox and the gray fox.  
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Red Fox 

 
This red fox was rescued by Antler Ridge Wildlife Sanctuary February 16th, 2020 

You are out walking on a cold, snowy day, and everything around you is covered in a white blanket 
of snow and ice. The snow crunches beneath your feet, and you think you are the only living thing 
out there when, suddenly, an animal that was curled up and covered in snow pops up and runs off! 
You just saw a red fox! 

Red foxes are foxes with a pointy snout, black legs, usually reddish orange fur and a fluffy tail. Even 
though the color red is in their name, they do come in other colors, including black, silver, and 
brown. The easiest way to tell if you are looking at a red fox is to check out the end of its tail. If it is 
white, like it was dipped in paint, then it is a red fox. In fact, the red fox is the ONLY species of fox 
that has a white tipped tail. 

Oh, the better to see you with, my dear! Oh, the better to hear you with, my dear! 

Sound familiar? You might recognize these lines from the story of 'Little Red Riding Hood'. Seeing 
and hearing are just two of the red fox's greatest adaptations. Foxes have excellent vision, which can 
be attributed to their vertical pupils, the centers of the eyes where light enters. You have pupils, too. 
They look like little black dots in the middle of your eyes. A fox's pupil looks like an up and down slit  
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(just like a cats), and it allows the fox to 
gauge distance very well, which helps with 
hunting. Your eyes may be brown, blue, or 
even green in color, but a red fox’s eyes are 
yellow! 

 
Notice how the pupil of the red fox is vertical and different than yours. 

Did you know that a fox can hear a watch ticking 120 feet away? That is like hearing someone 
whisper two subway cars away! This is because they have large, upright ears and an excellent sense 
of hearing. A red fox's hearing allows it to hear low frequency sounds, which are sounds that are 
lower than what a human being can hear. This helps with hunting for food, as they are able to hear 
the tiniest mouse digging underground. 

Habitat  
Red foxes live in many different habitats around the world including forests, grasslands, deserts and 
mountains, having the greatest geographic range of all members of the Carnivora family. They can 
adapt (that means, to become adjusted to new conditions) well to human habitats such as farms and 
suburban areas, even quite large communities. Its resourcefulness has given it a legendary reputation 
as an intelligent and cunning animal. Think about the type of environment you live in. You may live in 
a city, a suburb or a rural farm setting. In any case, you have become accustomed to the way of life 
there. You know, in general, what the weather will be like, who your friends are and the best places 
to eat and play. This is because you have adapted to your environment, just like the fox! If you ever 
move, you make new friends, go to a new school find new places to play and new favorite places to 
eat. Red foxes adapt to their environments, too. They are able to adjust to new habitats easily 
because their adaptations help them survive their day-to-day lives. So, you see, you may have more 
in common with a red fox than you know! 

Red foxes like being alone and don't hang out with friends the way you do. They hang out with their 
family and that is about it. Their home range (that means how much room they need to play, sleep 
and find places to live) is between 1-5 square miles. That is a big playground! 

Red foxes live in the country where there aren't a lot of people, but they also live in city parks and 
neighborhoods. They are good at hiding, like ninjas with fluffy tails, so you probably wouldn't even 
know they were there. 
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When you think of foxes, you might think of them living in dens they dig in the ground. Mother red 
foxes do live in dens when they have baby kits (that is what you call a baby fox) to protect. Family 
groups and/or individuals use a main den in conjunction with other emergency burrows within their 
home range. Foxes often take over and use dens of other animals, such as woodchucks. The dens 
may be enlarged during the winter so there is room for the babies. Several generations of foxes will 
often use the same den site. 

Otherwise, all red foxes sleep outside, rolled up like a fluffy ball. Sometimes you can't even see them 
lying around because they get completely buried in the snow.  

Red foxes are strictly terrestrial (that means they live on the ground) and rarely enter water. 

A red fox will use its thick tail like you use a jacket and curl it around her nose and feet to stay warm. 
And red foxes don't have to remember to bring their jackets home from school like you do! 

A red fox likes to hide and can sometimes be difficult to see, but I have a secret; they leave behind 
clues to let you know they have been there! One of those clues are the tracks they might leave in the 
mud or the snow. Red fox tracks show four toes and claws. The foot of the red fox is covered with 
hair, so toes can sometimes be hard to see, especially in the winter when they have more hair. A fox 
will sometimes leave four tiny claw marks in their tracks because they cannot retract (that means to 
“pull back in”) their claws like a cat can.  

 

Another good way to know if a red fox is in the area is the smell. A red fox will scent mark important 
things around his home range. It may be a special tree, a place to eat or even his favorite rock. Some 
of the strongest smells are in the wintertime. So, if you are hiking in the woods and it is cold out and 
suddenly you smell something sort of like a skunk but not as strong, you can be fairly confident a red 
fox is near! 
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Diet 
Red foxes are omnivores, meaning they eat both plants and meat. They also eat different things in 
the summer than they do in the winter, the way people eat different things depending on what foods 
are in season and what is available at the grocery store. A fox shares something else in common with 
people and the way they eat. Let's pretend that you have a giant bag of Halloween candy. As much 
as you would like to, you just can't eat it all in one sitting. Your tummy is just too full! What should 
you do with the rest of your candy to make sure your pesky little brother doesn't eat it? Hide it, of 
course! This is similar to the food stashing that red foxes do. Anything that they aren't able to eat 
gets stashed away under snow, dirt or leaves to eat later. 

In the summer, red foxes eat a lot of corn, grapes, insects, berries, grasses and acorns. In the winter, 
they hunt for small animals like mice and birds. They have great eyesight, sense of smell and hearing, 
and can even hear a snack scampering around under the ground! 

 
 
 
Behavior 
Now it is time for another science word that will impress all your friends. Red foxes are crepuscular 
(that means they are most active at dawn and dusk, just like a cat). However, you may see them out 
hunting during the day, especially if the mom has a bunch of baby mouths to feed.  

Starting in December, start looking for two or more fox tracks together. That is a sign that foxes are 
joining in pairs for the winter. One male called a reynard or sometimes a dog, and one female, called 
a vixen, will form a family unit. Once the family unit is established, they will stay together till well after 
the kits are born. During December the reynard and the vixen will start looking for a place they can 
build a den or find an unused one. Foxes can dig their own dens, but why build when you can move 
into one a woodchuck has already built? Fox dens can be found in fields, woods, on the elevated 
banks of streams, under wood piles or on ledges. Foxes do not den in places that are disturbed by 
humans. Fox dens are always in loose soil with good drainage and often on a bank or hill and usually 
near fields and water. The mother will have one litter a year with anywhere from one to ten kits, with 
the average being six. Now here is a term that is used by scientist and young biologists like yourself 
use that I bet your teachers do not even know. Baby foxes, or kits as you know they are called are 
altricial, (meaning, requiring nourishment). Baby foxes, like human babies, cannot take care of 
themselves. They are born with their eyes closed and only have a fine covering of gray fur. In the 
beginning, the mother fox stays with them all the time, feeding them and cleaning them. The 
reynard, or male fox will bring back food to the den for the mother to eat. The kits’ eyes open when 
they are 8-12 days old. They can walk at 3 weeks and after about 5 weeks they start to come out of 
the den. When they are about 7 months old they can take care of themselves and will leave their 
parents but will often stay in the home range of their family.  



 

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

Rescue Rehabilitate Release 
 

 

 

 

 

 

What does the fox say? Quite a lot actually. While foxes may not be able to speak, they are able to 
communicate with fellow foxes using 28 different sounds, such as yelps, screams, yapping sounds 
and growls. It is like they have their own secret language! The majority of sounds can be divided into 
what are called, “contact" and "interaction" calls. The most commonly heard contact call is a three to 
five syllable barking "wow wow wow" sound, which is often made by two foxes approaching one 
another. This call is most often heard from December to February. Kits begin making the "wow wow 
wow" call at the age of 19 days, when they want attention. When greeting one another, foxes will 
make interaction calls which are a series of high-pitched whines. 

 Another way that foxes communicate is by making scent stations. Don't get excited - scent stations 
don't smell good. Scent stations are made when the fox urinates at a particular spot to let other 
foxes know that it's there. Foxes also communicate to one another using body language, like if you 
stomp your feet if you get mad or smile when you are happy.  

Red foxes use their ears, tail and body position to communicate. Curious foxes will rotate and flick 
their ears while sniffing. Playful individuals will perk their ears and stand on their hind legs. When 
afraid, red foxes grin, arch their backs, curve their bodies and have their ears pressed against their 
skulls. The fox is not done talking yet though! Their tail is not only used to keep them warm and is 
pretty to look at. Foxes also use it to communicate as well! 

If you are outside and lucky enough to see a red fox, notice what he is doing. If he is standing still, 
staring, with his head and neck lifted high in the air, he is hunting. A fox will also hunt by sniffing the 
ground, by stalking or even by pouncing. Now hold on to your socks! This is where it gets really 
interesting! Like a guided missile, the fox harnesses the earth’s magnetic field to hunt. Other animals, 
like birds, sharks, and turtles, have this “magnetic sense,” but the fox is the first one we’ve discovered 
that uses it to catch prey. According to some scientists, the fox can see the earth’s magnetic field as a 
“ring of shadow” on its eyes that darkens as it heads towards magnetic north. When the shadow and 
the sound the prey is making line up, it’s time to pounce. 
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Gray Fox 

 
This gray fox was rescued by Antler Ridge Wildlife Sanctuary February 3rd after being hit by a car. 

If there were such a thing as a supermodel of foxes, the gray fox would be it! A gray fox is a medium-
sized fox with short legs, a mix of white, black, gray, and red fur, and retractable claws that can be 
pulled in and pushed out. They also have a thin black line of fur that goes from the outside of their 
eye to the side of their head, like they're wearing eyeliner. 

Male foxes are bigger than females, and the biggest gray foxes weigh almost 15 pounds. That's just a 
little less than 2 gallons of milk. The Gray Fox has a very long tail with black color at the tip of it. They 
don’t have a bushy tail though like so many other species do. The males are about 15 inches height 
with the females averaging 12 inches. 

Gray foxes usually hang out alone, except during the winter when a mom and dad fox are taking care 
of their babies. These foxes usually live to be about 6 to 8 years old in the wild, though a few live to 
be a little older. 

Gray foxes are also usually nocturnal, or most active at night, even though they also come out 
during the day from time to time. 
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DNA testing reveals that the Gray Fox isn’t very closely related to other canines out there. It is 
believed to be the oldest of all fox species in the world though. They are believed to be more than 10 
million years old. However, there is still quite a bit of information we don’t understand about the 
evolution process for the Gray Fox. 

It isn’t known why they are so different in appearance and DNA than other species of fox. It is 
believed that they were once isolated to a particular area of the world and needed to have certain 
characteristics in place in order to survive. They are highly adaptable animals and that is why they 
have been able to survive through time. 

Habitat  
The gray fox prefers deciduous forests (forests filled with trees that lose their leaves every year) 
which incorporate brushy, woodland areas. Although they are occasionally seen in old fields and 
farm country, they do not prefer agricultural habitats, unlike the red fox. Many of them live where 
farmlands and woodlands meet. They prefer to be close to water. Your idea of a good house is 
probably different from a gray fox's. When they are raising babies, foxes make their dens in places 
like burrows in the ground, gaps under big rocks, and hollowed-out logs or tree holes. Gray foxes 
generally have a home range of about 500 acres, however, home range size varies and can be much 
larger, because as with other animals the lack or availability of prey and den sites may extend or limit 
home range size. 

Diet 
Gray foxes are omnivores, which means they eat both plants and meat. While you probably have 
dinner with your family, they like to hunt alone. 

Gray foxes go out looking for tasty snacks like mice, rats, rabbits, birds, insects, nuts, corn, fruits, 
grass, and berries. They will also eat animals that are already dead.  Generally speaking, gray foxes 
eat more plant matter than other species of fox. 

If they have too much food, gray foxes save it by digging a hole and burying it under the dirt so they 
can come back and eat it later when they're hungry. It's kind of like how you use your pantry, except 
theirs is in the ground. 
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Behavior 
Here is another “hold on to your socks” moment! Just like the red fox, the gray fox is a member of 
the Canidae family. Foxes are cousins to animals like dogs, coyotes, jackals and even wolves. Of all 
these creatures, gray foxes are the only ones who can climb trees! Because of this special skill, they 
sometimes make their dens in limbs and hollow tree trunks up where the leaves grow. Its strong, 
hooked claws allow it to scramble up trees to escape many predators, or to reach food sources. It 
can climb branchless, vertical trunks to heights of 60 feet. That is as high as a 6 story building! The 
gray fox climbs down the tree primarily by jumping from branch to branch, or by descending slowly 
backwards like a domestic cat.  

That is not the only amazing thing about the gray fox. This particular fox is very choosy when it 
comes to their mate. That is because most scientists feel that unlike many animals, the gray fox 
mates for life. Babies are generally born in April through May. Litters usually number 4 or 5 kits. 
Adults males do the majority of the hunting before the births take place, while females seek out and 
prepare a den. Kits begin eating solid food at around 3 weeks old, primarily being provided by the 
father. The parents teach their young how to hunt when they are about 4 months old, Kits practice 
hunting skills by stalking and pouncing, primarily taught by their father. They depend on their 
parents to protect them until they are about 10 months old. 

Why foxes are important to our ecosystem.  
Foxes are important predators to their ecosystems because they help to control the numbers of 
species like rodents and insects. 

What Antler Ridge Wildlife Sanctuary does to help 
foxes 
Antler Ridge helps all wildlife that comes in. Sometimes wildlife gets hurt, sometimes babies lose 
their parents and need help. That is what we do, not only for foxes, but for all wildlife. Helping means 
giving them the medical attention they need, giving babies bottles or food and making sure they are 
prepared to be released back into the wild. The woods or the fields are the places these animals call 
home. It is where they are happy, it is where they belong. Imagine if someone came into your home 
and took you to live in the forest. Would that make you happy? It does not make wildlife happy 
either! That is why we help the animals that need us and then take them back to their home. Wild 
animals do not make good pets! Plus, it is illegal to have them. Animals like the fox are very cute and 
when they are babies, they are even friendly. When they get a little older, they start to fear humans, 
they get very nervous and can be dangerous if you try to handle them. Everyone should love foxes 
and other wild animals, but they should do so at a distance where it is safe, for you and for the 
animal. That way, everyone is happy. 

This is a red fox that Antler Ridge Wildlife Sanctuary took in last year. He had been hit by a car and 
his leg was broken. We took him to the emergency room where they set his leg and then we took 
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him back to Antler Ridge where he could recover. We made sure that he was safe, took his medicine 
and he ate the foods that foxes like to eat. When his leg was better and he was healthy, he wanted to 
go back to his home. This photo is the day we took him back to his home where he was free to run 
and play and to be the fox that he is.  
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Fun Facts 
1. A Red fox's tail measures about a third of its length. In cold weather it serves as a warm 

cover. It is also a signal flag in communicating with other foxes. 
2. Foxes are known playful and curious. They love balls, which they frequently steal from golf 

courses. 
3. The Red fox will keep hunting when it is not hungry. It stores the spare food under leaves, 

dirt or snow, to eat later. 
4. The tree-climbing ability of the Gray fox is well known; in fact, they are sometimes called tree 

foxes.  
5. Foxes are fast. Foxes are able to run between 30 and 40 miles per hour at their fastest 

depending on the species.  
6. A fox’s bones are about 30% lighter than the same size bone of a domestic dog. 

Quiz 
Draw a line to match the word to the definition 

Mammal       To pull back in 

Pupils        Trees that lose their leaves   

Low frequency sounds     Most active at night 

Adapt        Requiring nourishment 

Home range       A baby fox 

Kit        Active at dawn and dusk 

Terrestrial       Eat both plants and meat 

Retract        Become adjusted to new conditions 

Omnivore       To live on the ground 

Crepuscular       Room you need to play, sleep & live 

Altricial       Sounds lower than humans can hear 

Nocturnal       Warm blooded, has fur & backbone 

Deciduous forests      Center of the eye where light enters 
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Quiz 
 

1. What is a male fox called? 

 

2. When do red foxes live in dens? 

 

3. How can you tell the difference between a red fox and a gray fox? 

 

4. What body part does a red fox use to keep warm? 

 

5. Which is the only fox that can climb trees? 

 

6. What is a female fox called? 

 

7. How fast can some foxes run? 

 

8. What are two things foxes have in common with cats? 

 

9. How many toes does a fox have? 

 

10. Which fox mates for life? 

 

11. What kind of foxes do we have in New Jersey? 

 

12. What is a group of foxes called? 
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Red Fox Coloring Page 
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Gray Fox Coloring Page 
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Book Recommendations  
For Pre-K through Kindergarten  

How to Find a Fox by Nilah Magruder 
Review: This is a simple but charming tale about a girl who is determined to photograph an elusive 
fox. Magruder is an animator and comic illustrator who creates her artwork digitally. The narrative is 
perfectly paced, and readers feel the child's growing frustration as the fox continually outsmarts and 

evades her. She searches for the fox high and low, setting traps with cooked chicken legs and 
climbing trees. Finally, she waits patiently, exhausted, on her back in the grass, at which point the fox 
comes to her and her diligence is rewarded with a series of fun pictures of the two of them together. 
The illustrations vary and are very engaging, and there is just enough text to tell the story. VERDICT A 
great read-aloud and a recommended purchase.—Sarah Wilsman, Bainbridge Library, Chagrin Falls, 

OH 

For Grades 4-7 

Pax by Sara Pennypacker 

Review (taken from Amazon): 

 National Book Award Longlist * New York Times Bestseller * An Amazon Best Book of the Year 

From bestselling and award-winning author Sara Pennypacker comes a beautifully wrought, utterly 
compelling novel about the powerful relationship between a boy and his fox. Pax is destined to 

become a classic, beloved for generations to come. This middle grade novel is an excellent choice for 
tween readers in grades 5 to 6, especially during homeschooling. It’s a fun way to keep your child 

entertained and engaged while not in the classroom. 

For older children and adults 

Red Fox: The Catlike Canine by J. David Henry 
Review (taken from Amazon): 

In this engaging introduction to the red fox (Vulpes vulpes), J. David Henry recounts his years of field 
research on this flame-colored predator. With its catlike whiskers, teeth, and paws, as well as vertical-
slit pupils, the North American red fox not only resembles but often behaves like a feline, especially 

when hunting. Probing the reasons for these similarities, Henry reveals the behavior and ecology of a 
species that thrives from the edge of suburbia to the cold northern tundra. 

 

 


