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What is an opossum? 

 

Some people might think they look funny but opossums are one of the most amazing and unique 
animals in the wild. Opossums are a special kind of mammal called a marsupial. Marsupials are 
animals that carry their babies in a pouch! One of the things that make opossums so special is, they 
are the only marsupials that live in North America! There are several dozen different species of 
opossums in the world but the one we have in the United States is called the Virginia opossum.  
 
You have probably seen an opossum out and about before. Some people say they look like big rats, 
probably because of their tail. Actually, they are more closely related to kangaroos and koala bears! 
Do you know why? Because kangaroos and koalas are marsupials and carry their babies in pouches 
too.  
 
Opossums have long, skinny tails with no fur and pointed noses and are about two-and-a-half feet 
long from the tip of their noses to the end of their tails. Their tails can be used as a fifth hand and 
helps opossums hold on to branches and climb. They can have white, brown, or gray fur, and weigh 
about 13 pounds. That is about as much as a cat! 
 



 

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

Rescue Rehabilitate Release 
 

 
 
 
One of the first things you might notice about an opossum is their bald tail. Now it is time for a 
science word; an opossum’s tail is considered a prehensile tail. That means it has adapted to grasp 
and hold things. Can you name another animal that has a prehensile tail? If you guessed monkeys, 
anteaters, or lizards like the chameleon, you would be right. It is a myth that opossums hang in trees 
by their tails though, they are too heavy for that and their tail is not strong enough to hold them.  
 
Now let’s talk about the pouch. Only female opossums have pouches. Can you guess why? Because 
that is where her babies live for the first two months of their lives.  A mother opossum will usually 
have between 6 and 10 babies. A baby opossum is called a joey. Do you know another baby animal 
that is called a joey? I will give you a hint, they live in Australia. If you guessed that a kangaroo baby 
is called a joey then you are right!  When an opossum joey is born, it is blind, has no hair and is 
about the size of a honeybee. It will stay safely in their mother’s pouch until it is bigger, has hair and 
can see. Then it will crawl out of the pouch for short amount of time. It is during this trip out of the 
pouch the joey can often be seen riding on the mothers back. Then it goes back in the pouch for 
dinner and a nap. When Antler Ridge rescues joeys this size, we have fabric pouches that people 
make for us, so we can put them inside to keep them warm. If you would like to make joey pouches 
you can email us, and we can tell you how!  
 

  
Here are two of the many opossums that Antler Ridge rescues during the year. 

Pouches and tails are not the only things that make the opossum unique. The opossum has 
opposable thumbs. That means they can touch the other fingers on their hand with their thumb. 
Humans have opposable thumbs too and here is the proof: use your thumb to touch all the other 
fingers on the same hand. See, opposable! The opossum's "thumbs" (called hallux) are on its rear 
feet (so, technically they are toes), and help the opossum climb. Primates and opossums are the only 
mammals with opposable first toes. Opossums are the only native North American mammal that has 
opposable thumbs! 
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Below is a picture of an opossum’s back feet. See the thumb? What else do you notice about it? That 
is right, there is no nail on it.  

 

We are not done yet with amazing opossum facts. Remember last week how you learned that a deer 
has 32 teeth just like humans do? Well an opossum has 50 which is the most teeth of any land 
mammal!  
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Do not let all of those teeth fool you, opossums are not really an aggressive animal. They just like to 
put on a show, it is part of their defense, but more on that in the next section. This is REALLY 
important! Even though an opossum is not usually aggressive, if you see one or any other wild 
animal, appreciate it from a distance. If any animal gets frightened enough, it will bite!  

Finally, as the infomercials say, “But wait, there is more.” Sometimes when people see opossums 
walking around during the day, or when they see them show their teeth, they think the opossum has 
rabies. That is almost never true. Any mammal can carry the rabies virus, but because an opossum 
has a body temperature that is lower than other mammals the virus has a hard time living in the 
opossums body so it would be VERY rare for an opossum to have it. Do you know what your normal 
body temperature is? If you said 98.6 degrees, you are right! An opossum’s body temperature is 94 
to 97 degrees.  

Habitat 
Opossum populations are widespread across the U.S.  Opossums tend to live in the eastern half of 
the United States plus the west coast and desert southwest. They can thrive in a wide variety of 
habitats. They live anywhere from deserts to forests and grassy plains. 

A nearby water source is an important feature when it comes to habitat. Opossums also need places 
to build nests, such as tree openings, burrows from other animals or woodpiles. In addition, 
opossums are expert climbers, and spend much of their time up in the trees. Their sharp claws aid 
them in climbing by digging into the tree bark. 

Opossums have also adapted well to urban living. People often find them in backyards, rummaging 
through garbage cans, crossing the neighborhood street, or even in the garage. If unnoticed, an 
opossum will make a nest in a garage or even attic spaces.  

Opossum’s home range is constantly shifting. Some scientist believe they do not have a home range 
at all and instead are nomadic. Nomadic means, to have no fixed home and move according to the 
seasons from place to place in search of food and water. Opossums do not dig their own dens but 
instead use a wide variety of places for protection, like abandoned buildings, hollow logs, trees or 
burrows dug by groundhogs. They sometimes even share dens with other animals like skunks and 
rabbits. Opossums switch dens frequently, often every night. Sometimes they will spend a few weeks 
in a den but that is usually in cold weather or when a mother opossum has babies.  

Opossums are pretty easy to see; they are slow moving and fairly common. Even if you do not see 
one, their tracks are simple to identify and my favorite tracks of all time.  
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The first way to tell opossum tracks from the tracks of other animals is look for the thumb on the 
back foot.  

 

But if you are lucky and the ground is muddy, there is a second, sure way to tell if an opossum has 
been in the neighborhood. Look at the photo below and see if you can guess what it is.  

 

 

 

 

It is the line between the tracks and here is the cool part. 
The line is the track the opossum’s tail makes when he 
drags it on the ground! 
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Diet 
Opossums are slow-moving animals that are comfortable both in trees and on land. Because they are 
slow, they are limited to eating plants and small animals. Opossums are omnivores. This means that 
they eat both plants and animals. What kind of animals do they eat? Small animals like snails, rodents 
and insects. They also like to munch on berries that they find in the forest. They also eat garbage and 
carrion. Carrion is the scientific word for dead, rotting animals…eeeek. Before you get totally grossed 
out, what opossums eat is greatly beneficial to you! They are nature’s vacuum cleaner, and one of 
their favorite food…TICKS! One opossum can eat 5000 ticks in a single season. Opossums spend a 
great deal of time foraging, that means hunting or gathering food. They forage a lot in the fall and 
the early winter and put on a lot of extra weight. That helps them survive, especially in the cold 
weather when they spend more time in their den to protect themselves from the frigid air. When 
they hunt for food, they wander around and will often stop to sniff the air. The have an excellent 
sense of smell and do that to locate food.  
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Behavior 
Opossums are nocturnal, meaning they are active at night. They are especially active just after 
sunset and right before dawn. During the day they spend most of the day asleep in dens or other 
protected nests.  

Opossums are solitary animals, and except during mating season or a female with her young, they 
are rarely seen together. Opossums do not hibernate, but they slow down in the winter and if it 
gets very cold will stay in their den for several days.  

Although they can climb and are good swimmers, opossums prefer to stroll about on the ground. 
With a top speed of about 4 miles per hour, when “running,” opossums appear to be walking quickly, 
with the tail rotating in circles for balance. An average 8th grader can run about 10 miles per hour. 
When idle, opossums constantly groom themselves, just like house cats do. 

A nighttime walk along a path bordering a stream or wetland, or down an alley lined with trashcans, 
will occasionally turn up an opossum searching for food. Strong but not agile climbers, opossums 
can be observed climbing trees to escape, search for food, rest, or to look for a place to sleep. 

Remember how many teeth an opossum has? That is right 50, and when they get frightened, they 
like to show them. Seeing an opossum in your yard can be quite startling, but don’t worry, possums 
are not aggressive by nature. Since they are rather slow-moving, other animals are far more likely to 
be a threat to them than vice versa. That is why opossums developed their defense strategies.  

The first strategy is to look scary. They want you to back away in fear because they are scared of you! 
Yes, opossums bare their teeth and make an awful hissing sound, but they are hoping you will fall for 
their frightening display and leave them alone. If all of that does not work, then the opossum goes to 
plan-b, playing possum!  

We see this all the time at Antler Ridge Wildlife Sanctuary. People will come to the sanctuary with an 
injured opossum and think that he has died on the trip there. When startled or frightened, opossums 
can pretend to be dead (or “play possum”). An opossum will curl up with its mouth open, stick his 
tongue out and drool. Their body goes stiff and they even make themselves smell bad so they really 
look dead. Their breathing even slows down for a few minutes or up to several hours. They will 
tolerate being poked or prodded and even bitten by an animal without reacting. This defense helps 
keep them safe from predators that may want to harm them. When the threat is over, they wake up 
like nothing happened. It is called playing possum but it is not playing, but it is involuntary, sort of 
like fainting.  
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Fun Facts 
1.  You have probably never heard an opossum make a noise before because they are usually 

fairly quiet. However, they do have a few distinctive calls. Young opossums will make 
sneezing sounds or a soft “choo choo” to call out to their mother, who will respond with 
clicking noises and when an opossum is threatened, it may hiss or growl. 

2. Opossums rarely catch Lyme disease from tick bites. They are immune to the stings of 
honeybees and scorpions. They also have partial or total immunity to the venom produced 
by rattlesnakes, cottonmouths, and other poisonous snakes. 

3. A female opossum is called a “Jill” a male opossum is called a “Jack and a baby opossum is 
called a “joey”.  

4.  One of the opossum’s most recognizable features is its pair of big black eyes. Opossum eyes 
do have whites and irises, but because their pupils are so large, their eyes appear completely 
black from a distance. The exaggerated pupil dilation is thought to help the nocturnal 
animals see after the sun goes down. 

5.  Opossums have good night vision, but their general vision is weak. Opossums struggle to 
differentiate colors. 

6. The name “opossum” was used for the first time in western culture in 1608 by Captain John 
Smith. It is from the Algonquin word “apasum”, meaning “white animal.” 

7. The Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife writes that opossums, like housecats, use 
their tongue and paws to groom themselves frequently and thoroughly. Opossums largely 
lack sweat glands, and this behavior is believed to help them cool down. It also has the 
added effect of rendering them odorless (unless they are playing possum).  

8.  While some people do not think opossums are very smart, opossums have very good 
memories, especially when it comes to food. Researchers found that opossums are better 
than rats, cats, dogs and even pigs at remembering which trail leads to their favorite food.  

9. A group of opossums is called a passel. 

10. Since opossums do not see very well, they do not rely on vision to find food. Opossums have 
become more dependent on their senses of smell and touch to help locate food sources and 
avoid danger. 
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Quiz 
Draw a line to match the word to the definition 

Nocturnal      A baby opossum 

 

Marsupial      to have no fixed home 

 

Foraging      active at night     
  

Prehensile Tail      name of an opossum’s thumb 

 

Carrion      eat both plants and animals 

 

Joey                   carry their babies in a pouch   
     

Omnivore      dead, rotting animals 

 

Opposable Thumb     adapted to grasp and hold things 

 

Nomadic      hunting or gathering food 

 

Hallux       can touch the other fingers on their hand  
                                                                                             with their thumb 
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Quiz 
1. Where do Virginia opossums live? 

 a. Asia 

 b. Australia 

 c. North America 

 d. Antarctica 

2. What kind of animal is an opossum? 

 a. a reptile 

 b. a marsupial 

 c. an insect 

 d. an amphibian  

3. What is an example of a habitat of an opossum? 

 a. a desert 

 b. open grassland 

 c. woodland forest 

 d. all answers are correct 

4. What do opossums eat? 

 a. They are herbivores, eating only plants. 

 b. They are omnivores, they eat anything. 

 c. They are carnivores, eating only meat 

 d. They are vegans. 

5. How many teeth do opossums have? 

 a. 32 

 b. 45 

 c. 50 

 d. 19 
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6. What is the main characteristic of a marsupial? 

 a. It has a pouch in which they carry their young 

 b. They are nocturnal 

 c. They are carnivores 

 d. They live in dens 

7. What are a group of opossums called? 

 a. a bunch 

 b. a flock 

 c. a herd 

 d. a passel 

8. Opossums hibernate. 

 a. True 

 b. False 

9. What does it mean to play possum? 

 a. to run and jump around 

 b. to eat out of the garbage 

 c. to play at night 

 d. to pretend like you are dead.  

10. What animals are opossums most related to? 

 a. cows and goats 

 b. kangaroos and koalas  

 c. dogs and cats 

 d. raccoons and foxes 
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Why opossums are important.  
It is tough being an opossum. You get blamed for all sorts of things that you did not do, like tipping 
over garbage cans or killing chickens. Some people think they are dirty, full of diseases and not very 
smart. Most of the time that people complain, it is just because they are there. Opossums do not tip 
over garbage cans, kill chickens or dig up gardens. In fact, they often clean up the messes left by 
other animals. Opossums are actually very clean, do not get diseases like rabies or Lyme disease and 
have very good memories. They are good and peaceful neighbors that just want to be appreciated 
and left alone to help.  
 
Opossums keep our homes and yards free from all sorts of pests. 
People tend to think opossums are unclean and disease ridden but it is actually just the opposite. 
Opossums are extremely clean. They are opportunistic scavengers who happily clean up after 
themselves and everyone else. Opossums will eat almost anything, usually the softer and the smellier 
the better. Things like slugs and snails, cockroaches, beetles, rotten fruit and even the remains of 
dead animals. Things we would not normally dream of touching.  
 
Opossums help our gardens. 
Opossums eat all sorts of insects like grubs that would happily have lunch on the plants in a garden 
if opossums were not around.  
 
Opossums help keep us safe. 
Ticks can be very dangerous, to humans as well as their pets. Who is the tick’s archenemy? You 
guessed it, the opossum. They eat them up like Tic Tacs (get it?) and help protect us from Lyme 
disease.  
 
Opossums eat poisonous snakes.  
Thankfully, we do not have many poisonous snakes in New Jersey, but if we did the opossum would 
be there. Opossums are largely immune to snake venom so if they get bit, they will be fine. 
 
How can you help opossums? 
The most important way to help this amazing animal that does so much to help us is to be their 
friend. That does not mean feeding them or trying to pet them, it means they need you to explain to 
everyone why they are so good to have around.  
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Opossum Coloring Page 
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Opossum Mask 

 


