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What is a Rabbit? 

 
One of the many eastern cottontail rabbits Antler Ridge rehabilitated and released last year 

Quick! Name all the famous rabbits that you know from television, books, or holidays! You can 
probably think of quite a few! But what do you know about rabbits in the wild? Let’s explore these 
adorable animals a little further.  

Rabbits are mammals, which means they are warm-blooded, have backbones and hair. There are 
8 native species of rabbits in North America and they can weigh anywhere from less than a pound 
to over four pounds. You might have seen a rabbit like the one in the above picture. He is an eastern 
cottontail and they are the most common type of wild rabbit and the one that you will see in New 
Jersey. The eastern cottontail is chunky, has red-brown or gray-brown fur, with large hind feet, long 
ears, and a short, fluffy white tail that looks like a ball of cotton. That is where it got its name. The fur 
on its belly is lighter colored. The eastern cottontail is 14 to 18 inches long and weighs between 2 
and 4 pounds. The nape (that means the back of the neck) is rust-colored and it may have a spot 
on its forehead called a blaze. It has large brown eyes and large ears to see and listen for danger. 

Cottontail bunnies are very cute, but they do not make good pets, in fact it is illegal to have one. You 
may know someone that has a pet rabbit and that is perfectly legal because it is domesticated and 
not a wild animal. Domesticated animals are those that have been bred in captivity for many 
generations. Remember scientific classification of animals from the previous lessons? Domestic 
rabbits and eastern cottontails are in the same family Leporidae but they are different species. Think 
of it like this; one might compare the wild and domestic rabbits to the wolf and dog. While sharing 
obvious characteristics, they are very different creatures. But how do you tell the difference? There 
are two ways and they are extremely easy. First is color. Remember what color an eastern cottontail 
is? That is right, reddish or grayish brown. A domestic rabbit can be many different colors like white, 
cream colored, black or even have spots. A wild rabbit is brown. The second way to tell is size. A  
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domestic bunny will be much larger than a wild one. A cottontail rabbit weighs about three pounds 
but some domestic rabbits like the Flemish Giant can weigh 22 pounds! Now this is very important; if 
you see a rabbit outside that is not brown, it is a pet rabbit that has gotten loose, and they will not 
be able to survive. What can you do? Tell your parents and have them call animal control so they can 
catch him and take him to the animal shelter where he will be safe.  

Male rabbits are called bucks, female rabbits are called does and a baby rabbit is called a kit. A 
group of rabbits is called a colony. Did you ever wonder where Coney Island got its name? In the 
early 1600’s when the Dutch colonized the island, it did not have roller coasters and Ferris wheels. 
What it did have was rabbits…and lots of them. So, they named it “Conyne Eylandt" which translates 
as "Rabbit Island" and later became Coney Island.  
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Habitat 

 

Eastern cottontails can be found in the eastern and south-central United States, southern Canada, eastern 
Mexico, and the northern part of South America.  

 

The eastern cottontail loves meadows and shrubby areas. Habitat is a word that means, where a plant or 
animal naturally lives. A fish’s habitat is in a river, lake, or ocean. A polar bear’s habitat is in the arctic. A 
cottontail’s habitat is usually in open grassy areas, clearings and fields that have a lot of green grasses for 
them to eat and shrubs to hide in. Wherever they live, there must be dense shrubs or places they can hide if 
they sense danger. Usually cottontails live in and around farms, fields, pastures, open woods, along 
fencerows or forest edges. They are not usually found deep in the woods.  

Remember when you were asked to name all the rabbits from books, TV 
shows and holidays that you could think of? Was Bugs Bunny one of them? 
When most people think of Bugs Bunny, they picture him poking his head out 
of his burrow saying, “What’s up doc”? Well, real rabbits do not talk, and 
eastern cottontails do not live in burrows. When cottontails are not active, 
they are usually resting in a “form”. A form is a shallow depression in the 
ground. It is usually about 4 to 6 inches wide and 6 to 8 inches long. Forms are 
typically found in meadows, hay fields or thickets and sometimes even in your 
back yard. Most of the time they are next to some extra cover like tufts of tall 
grass, a fallen log, a brush pile or even along a wall with tall weeds. It is only in 
bad weather or when they need extra protection that a cottontail will seek 
safety in a hole or  

burrow. They do not dig them though, they just temporarily borrow another 
animals burrow, usually a groundhog’s! 
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Cottontails like to hide in the tall grass so predators cannot see them. There are six rabbits hiding here.  

A home range is the area that an animal lives in. Think of where you live. There is your home, a playground, 
the candy store, your favorite restaurant, your school; that is your home range. In the home range, there will 
be food, water, hiding places and everything else an animal needs to survive. Some animals like a black bear 
have very large home ranges, sometimes up to 50 square miles! An eastern cottontails home range is much 
smaller, between 1 and 5 acres. In case you were wondering, an acre is about the size of a football field. A 
cottontail establishes a home range and stays there the entire year, sometimes their whole life. In their home 
range will be well worn trails that are about 4 to 5 inches wide. In the tall grass, those trails sometimes look 
like tunnels. In the snow they are easy to see, the snow is packed down because they use the same trails over 
and over again. That is one of the ways that you can tell if there is a cottontail living in the area. When 
frightened, a cottontail usually hops to the nearest trail and follows it. Even when they are chased, a 
cottontail will stay on the trail because he knows were it goes and all the hiding places it leads to.   

Usually there is something else in a cottontail’s 
home range, and it is another way to tell if they 
are in the area. It is a spot of ground that is 
about 12 inches square and does not have any 
grass or weeds in it. Can you guess what it is 
for? It is a rabbit bathtub, only it does not have 
water in it, it has dust and dirt! The cottontail 
will roll around in it taking a dust bath to get rid 
of any fleas or other parasites that may be on 
their body. Finally, there is still another way to 
tell if there are cottontails in the area, only it is 
much easier in the winter when there is snow 
on the ground. I bet you can guess what it is if 
you read the other lesson plans. If you said by 
their tracks, you are right!  

 

                     

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

   
Antler Ridge Wildlife Sanctuary Lesson Plan     52 County Road 661 Newton NJ 07860  

CONSERVATION EDUCATION RREHABILITATION  
Rescue Rehabilitate Release 

 

 

 

 Here is a drawing of what to look for                                                                          Actual eastern cottontail tracks in the snow 
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Diet 
 

One of the cottontail kits being fed by a volunteer at Antler Ridge 

At dusk, cottontails leave their form and come out to eat. An 
eastern cottontail is a herbivore. Do you remember what that 
means? A herbivore eats only plants. You could try giving a 
rabbit some carrots like they eat in the cartoons, but they prefer 
grasses and leaves for their meals. In summer cottontails eat 
grass, timothy (which is a kind of grass that is often grown for 
hay), clover, dandelions, goldenrod, all types of berries and 
fruits, lettuce, beans, peas, and cornstalks. Let’s just say, they 
are not picky herbivores. In the winter they eat the same types 
of grasses if they are not covered in snow and they will also eat 
smaller twigs and the bark off larger branches. Some of their 
favorite woody plants to eat are sumac, maple and oak. Here is 
another very cool way to tell if there are cottontails in the area, 
especially in the winter. When a rabbit eats a twig, they cut it 
off at a neat 45-degree angle. It is like someone took a knife and 
cut it off. Deer and other animals will just rip the twig off, that is 
how you can tell the difference.  

 
A twig that has been bitten off by an eastern cottontail. Notice the neat 45-degree angle? 
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Behavior 

 
Antler Ridge cares for many eastern cottontail rabbits like this one from last year.  

Rabbits are crepuscular meaning they are active at dawn and at dusk. During the day, cottontails often 
remain hidden in vegetation. If spotted, they flee from prey with a zigzag pattern, sometimes reaching 
speeds of up to 18 miles an hour. Hopping is the main way that cottontails move around. To get away from 
predators they combine leaping, where they can cover 5 to 15 feet, hopping, and quickly changing directions 
so they can get to cover. Have you ever noticed that rabbits’ eyes are placed on the side of their head? That 
allows them to see in all directions and helps keep them safe. It is nearly impossible to sneak up on a rabbit. 
Even if they cannot see you, they can hear you! Rabbits have large ears and are able to hear the specific 
direction that a sound is coming from, even if it is a very quiet sound. If they sense danger, they will often 
remain motionless for up to 15 minutes. That, along with their coloring, makes it very difficult for predators 
to see them. Cottontails are active all year and do not hibernate like a groundhog does. Rabbits are solitary, 
that means they live alone, except when a doe is raising her kits. Usually a mother will give birth to between 
4 and 5 babies. Before the babies are born the mother builds a nest. The nests are usually made in open 
fields but can also be found in thickets, orchards, near the trunks of trees and sometimes even in your yard. 
That is why you need to be very careful when you are mowing the grass in the spring, rabbit nests are very 
hard to see! To make the nest the doe digs a hole about 6 inches long, 5 inches wide and 4 inches deep. She 
lines the nest with grass and the fur that she pulls from her belly. Now it is time for a real science term that 
even most adults do not know! When baby cottontails are born, they are altricial, that means they are born 
without fur, blind and dependent on parents for food. When the kits are born, they are about 4 inches long 
and weigh less than an ounce, that is about as much as a slice of bread weighs! The mother does not stay 
with them, instead she covers them up with the nesting material and then feeds nearby, returning to the nest 
at night to feed the babies. She does this to keep predators from knowing where her nest is. However, baby 
bunnies grow rapidly, and within a week they open their eyes and grow fur. They begin to forage beyond 
their nest at two weeks of age. 
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Fun Facts 
1. Female cottontails are slightly larger than males. 

2. Unlike other rabbits, eastern cottontail’s fur does not change color in the winter. 

3. An eastern cottontail can reach the speed of 18 miles per hour. 

4. Young eastern cottontails develop quickly. They begin independent life at the age of 4 to 5 weeks. 

5. A baby cottontail is called a kit.  

6. A mother cottontail pulls out the fur on her belly to make a soft nest for her babies.  

7. Sometimes rabbits sleep with their eyes open. 

8. A cottontail has strong hind legs and large feet whose soles are covered with fur. 

9. Eastern cottontails do not live in burrows.  

10. A group of rabbits is called a colony.  
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Quiz 
Draw a line to match the word to the definition 

 

 

 

Mammal      active at dawn and at dusk 

 

Nape       a spot on its forehead 

 

Blaze       eats only plants 

 

Domesticated animal     where a plant or animal naturally lives 

 

Male rabbit      born without fur, blind and dependent on parents 

 

Habitat       bred in captivity for many generations 

 

Altricial       lives alone 

 

Crepuscular      warm-blooded, have backbones and hair 

 

Herbivore      buck 

 

Solitary       back of the neck 
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Quiz 
 

1. What do cottontails eat in the wild? 

 a. birds 

 b. carrots 

 c. grasses and leaves 

 d. other animals 

2. What type of animal is a rabbit? 

 a. an omnivore 

 b. a hare 

 c. a reptile 

 d. a mammal 

3. What is the most common type of rabbit in New Jersey? 

 a. long-eared rabbit 

 b. cottontail rabbit 

 c. Peter Rabbit 

 d. snowshoe hare 

4. Where does a cottontail rest and sleep? 

 a. a tree 

 b. a burrow 

 c. a form 

 d. a den 

5. How many native species of rabbits are in North America? 

 a. 20 

 b. 6 

 c. 8 

 d. 30 

 



 

   
Antler Ridge Wildlife Sanctuary Lesson Plan     52 County Road 661 Newton NJ 07860  

CONSERVATION EDUCATION RREHABILITATION  
Rescue Rehabilitate Release 

 

 

 

6. What is a baby rabbit called? 

 a. a pup 

 b. a joey 

 c. a kit 

 d. a fawn 

7. What is timothy? 

 a. a berry 

 b. an insect 

 c. a type of grass 

 d. a large mammal 

8. What is a group of rabbits called? 

 a. a huddle 

 b. a committee 

 c. a flock 

 d. a colony 

9. About how big is an acre? 

 a. 1 mile 

 b. about the size of a football field 

 c. 5 miles 

 d. 60 feet 

10. How can you tell if a rabbit has been in the area? 

 a. there are nests in trees 

 b. twigs are chewed off at a 45-degree angle 

 c. there are dark caves 

 d. twigs are pulled off trees 
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Eastern cottontail Coloring page 
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