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What is a raccoon? 

 
It has a dark mask and creeps around at night, but 
it's not a burglar. It's a raccoon! Raccoons are 
famous for clanging around in trash cans after 
dark looking for a snack, and they aren't picky 
about what they eat, but there is much more to 
these interesting animals! 

Raccoons are animals with grayish-brown fur, 
ringed tails and a mask of dark fur on their face. 
This “bandit mask does more than make them 
look like adorable outlaws—it also helps them see 
clearly. The black fur works just like the black 
stickers athletes wear under their eyes: The dark 
color absorbs incoming light, reducing glare that 
would otherwise bounce into their eyes and 
obstruct their vision. At night, when raccoons are 
most active, less reflecting light makes it easier for 
them to see contrast in the objects of their focus, 
which is essential for seeing in the dark. Because 
of this coloration it has also given them the 
reputation for getting into mischief.  

Raccoons are nocturnal, meaning they are most active at night. That doesn't mean that you won't 
see one during the day, however. 

Most of their fur coat is made up of a thick undercoat, which keeps them warm when it gets cold 
outside. Raccoons have anywhere from five to eight dark and light rings on their tail and black fur on 
their face that looks like a mask. That helps them tell the other raccoons apart from one another. 

Raccoons can weigh up to 23 pounds, run up to 15 miles per hour on land, are good swimmers and 
usually live about 2 or 3 years in the wild but they have been known to live up to 20 years in 
captivity.  

The male raccoons are called boars and females are called sows, just like pigs! 

They have five very sensitive toes on each of their front paws that act like fingers. These toes help 
them get food. Did you know that raccoons use their feet to help them “see” their food? While most 
animals use either sight, sound, or smell to hunt, raccoons rely on their sense of touch to locate 
goodies. Their front paws are incredibly flexible and contain roughly four times more nerves than 
their back paws. This allows them to tell the difference between objects without seeing them, which 
is important when feeding at night. In fact, their toes work so much like fingers that they can open 
things like doorknobs, gate latches and even unscrew lids off jars. If you leave your door unlocked, 
you could find a raccoon running around in your house looking for food! There is one difference 
between a raccoon’s paws and a human’s hands, raccoons do not have fingerprints! So, if you  
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suspect a raccoon has stolen something from you, do not bother calling the police to dust for 
fingerprints. It will not work with a raccoon…it is the perfect crime! 

Not only do they have finger-like toes, they are very smart! Their intelligence has been compared to 
that of monkeys, and they are known to be clever and curious. Raccoons are also very good at 
solving puzzles. When Antler Ridge Wildlife Sanctuary takes in an injured raccoon, they are put into 
an enclosure so they can be kept safe and get the medical attention they need before being released 
back to the wild where they belong. This enclosure needs to be locked with three separate locks, 
because raccoons sit around all day trying to figure out how to unlock the door. Raccoons can 
remember a combination or a puzzle for up to three years!  Don't be fooled, though. They might 
look cute, but they will attack and bite to defend themselves, so they should be left alone and 
appreciated from a distance. That is one of the reasons why a raccoon, along with any other wild 
animal does not make a good pet! 

Now it is time to start to become a scientist! A raccoon is a mammal. A mammal is an animal that 
breathes air, has a backbone, and grows hair at some point during its life. In addition, all female 
mammals have glands that can produce milk. Mammals are among the most intelligent of all living 
creatures. 

Mammals include a wide variety of animals, from raccoons to cats to whales and yes, even humans! 
There are more than 5,000 species, or kinds, of living mammals. 

You may wonder how scientists tell all the animals and plants apart. Well, it is called, biological 
classification and it sort of works like a library. Inside the library, books are divided up into certain 
areas: the kids’ books in one section, the adult books in another, and the teen books in another 
section. Within each of those sections, there will be more divisions like fiction, non-fiction. Within 
those sections there will be even more divisions such as mystery, science fiction, and romance novels 
in the fiction section. Finally, you will get down to a single book. 
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Biological classification works the same way. At the top there are the kingdoms. This is sort of like 
the adult section vs. the kids' section. The kingdoms divide up life into big groups like plants and 
animals. Under the kingdoms are more divisions which would be like fiction, non-fiction, mystery, etc. 
Finally, you get to the species, which is sort of like getting to the book in the library. 

There are seven major levels of classification: 

Kingdom 

Phylum 

Class 

Order 

Family 

Genus 

Species 

Now, this may seem a bit confusing, but we are going to show you a secret that most adults do not 
even know! A good way to remember lists is to make up a sentence using the first letters in a list. In 
this case we want to remember Kingdom, Phylum, Class, Order, Family, Genus, and Species: K, P, C, O, 
F, G, S 

The way I remember this list is with the sentence, King Phillip Came Over For Good Spaghetti.  

So, a raccoon is scientifically classified like this: 

Kingdom:  Animalia 

Phylum:    Chordata 

Class:        Mammalia 

Order:       Carnivora  

Family:      Procyonidae 

Genus:      Procyon 

Species:    lotor 

Lotor is Latin for washing. The German name for a raccoon is Waschbär which means wash bear. 
Keep on reading to find out why! 
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Habitat 

 
Raccoons are native to North 
America. That means they 
originated in the United States 
and Canada. They prefer living 
in wooded areas near water, 
but they are very adaptable 
and will live in other areas too, 
including large cities. They are 
one of the few animals that 
thrive in urban settings. Like 
people, they require water, 
shelter and food sources to 
occupy any habitat. In the wild, 
raccoons are never found too 
far from trees because they 
provide both shelter and 
protection. When a raccoon in 
the wild feels threatened, most 
of the time he will find a 
nearby tree to quickly climb up for safety. Hollow den trees are a great living environment for 
raccoons.  Since they're excellent climbers, a tall tree with a hole in it makes a perfect spot for a 
mother raccoon to raise her young. These den trees offer shelter from cold winter nights and 
protection from the hot summer sun.  An adult raccoon will have several different den trees and may 
sleep in a different location every night.  In places where such dens are unavailable, raccoons live in 
abandoned burrows of other mammals. In the city, they will live in attics, barns, abandoned vehicles 
and even under foundations of your house!   

Raccoons travel all over in search of food, water, and suitable locations to make their den. Males in 
rural areas have been known to wander as far as 10 miles in search of food or a mate. Once they’ve 
settled on a place to call home, they mark their territory to warn others to stay away. A male’s 
territory can range as far as 250 acres, a female’s is generally much smaller since she’s often busy 
caring for her young and can’t afford to wander off too far. 

Studies have shown that in urban settings raccoons generally limit their movements to a smaller 
range than their cousins in the country. The reason is simple, cities provide far more food, shelter 
and potential mates in a smaller area so the need to travel great distances just isn’t there. In fact, 
clever urban raccoons even avoid crossing major streets to prevent run ins with traffic.  

 

 



 

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

CONSERVATION EDUCATION RREHABILITATION  
Rescue Rehabilitate Release 

 

 

 

How can you tell if you have raccoons in your area? That is easy, just listen for the adults yelling at 
them to stop eating out of the birdfeeder or garbage can! Another way is to look for tracks, and this 
is the fun part. The next time you are out, especially when the ground is soft after the rain, look 
down. Also, be sure to look at the ground where water is standing in puddles or by lakes and ponds. 
You are looking for tracks like these. They are the tracks that the racoons leave in the mud and dirt, 
like you do when you walk barefoot on the beach. The first picture is a drawing of raccoon tracks and 
the second is a picture that was taken at Antler Ridge. They are tracks from one of the many 
raccoons that live in the woods on the property.  
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Diet 
Now it is time for another science term! A raccoon is omnivorous; that means he eats both plants 
and animals. Some of their favorite foods include nuts, berries, insects, and eggs. They also catch fish, 
shellfish, reptiles, and amphibians if their denning site is near a body of water.  

Their regular meals depend largely on where they live. For raccoons that live in residential areas, that 
means foraging for food in trash cans, gardens, birdfeeders, and even inside homes and other 
buildings. Raccoons are notorious for picking through garbage bins and landfills, making messes and 
earning their status as pests. 

Behavior 
Raccoons are VERY smart. One scientist found that raccoons could open 11 out of 13 locks in 10 tries 
or less and could even open them if the locks were turned upside down!  

Raccoons are party animals and like to stay up all night! They usually sleep during daylight and 
spend their nights foraging for food. Most often, raccoons leave their dens soon after sunset. They 
head straight for the nearest food source. Ponds, rivers, and lakes supply their favorite meals. At 
sunrise, tired raccoons find dens to sleep in for a long day’s rest. However, sometimes raccoons also 
hunt for food during the day. This is especially true when a mother raccoon has hungry babies that 
need to be fed.  

Raccoons are usually a shy animal that likes plenty of alone time, especially males. During mating 
season, they’ll live with a female, but leave before the babies are born. Females, on the other hand, 
will faithfully stay with their young until the end of their first winter. She provides them with food, 
warmth, and shelter and teaches them everything they need to know to survive. During a harsh 
winter, a group of raccoons may band together. This group can consist of many females, but only 
one male. The group may share a den during the winter. But once spring arrives, most go their 
separate ways. 

Raccoons do NOT hibernate (that means to spend most of the winter sleeping). While raccoons 
don’t hibernate, those that live in cold climates spend a lot of time taking long naps during winter. 
They may stay in their dens for several weeks at a time. But on mild days, these raccoons often wake 
up and go out in search of food. Once the weather gets cold again, they return to their dens and go 
back to sleep. During their long periods of sleep, raccoons do not eat. Without food, they can lose 
up to one-half of their total weight! To prepare for these difficult times, raccoons eat more than 
usual in late summer and fall. This adds more and more fat to their bodies. Raccoons rely on this fat 
to survive cold winters. 
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Like a lot of wildlife, raccoons have their babies (called kits) in early spring. A mother raccoon will 
usually have a litter of three to seven kits. The kits stay with their mother for the first year then begin 
to leave as new young are born the following spring. 

 

Here is one of the most interesting raccoon behaviors. Remember the raccoons scientific name, 
Procyon lotor? Well, lotor is Latin for washing. It is part of the name because many people think that 
raccoons wash their food before they eat it, but that is not really true. What they are doing is called 
dousing (that means to plunge into water). Raccoons will pick up food with their front paws and will 
examine it and rub it all over. If they are near water, they will sometimes douse it, holding it under 
the water while still feeling it. They are not washing it though. Some scientist think the water softens 
the hard pads on their feet, making them even more sensitive, giving them an idea if the food is 
good to eat or not. A raccoon’s fingers are long and flexible. The fingers are also spaced far apart. 
With “hands” like these, a raccoon can hold things almost as well as a monkey can. 
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A raccoon’s hands are seldom still. The raccoon uses the fingers of its forepaws to feel around. As it 
feels around, it sometimes finds food. That’s how a raccoon can catch fish without even looking. A 
raccoon often stares straight ahead as it puts its hands into the water. It holds its hands there until it 
feels something move. Then the raccoon grabs its catch and brings it to its nose. After a quick smell, 
the raccoon pops its catch into its mouth. 

At the end of a raccoon’s fingers are strong claws. These help the raccoon grasp or climb just about 
anything, from a garbage can to a tree. This climbing ability comes in handy when the raccoon wants 
to find food or escape from enemies. 
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Why raccoons are important 
Although some people consider raccoons pests, these masked mammals play a very important role 
for the ecosystem. Among the favorite foods of raccoons are berries, fruit and nuts, all foods that 
wild raccoons can easily find in nature. Once eaten, the raccoons will carry the seeds around until 
they expel them, helping to spread seeds of plants and trees wherever they go. Raccoons dig in the 
earth looking for food (insects, worms etc.) which is another advantage for the environment. Digging 
during their search for food, raccoons turn over the soil helping with decomposition and plant 
growth. Finally, and this is kind of strange, raccoons can also be useful in protecting bees. Bees are 
the first pollinators in the world and are essential for plants to continue to thrive. One of the main 
dangers for bees are wasps, which tend to violently move into the place’s bees live. Wasp larvae are 
one of the favorite foods of raccoons and, consequently, they prevent the wasps from colonizing the 
environments in which bees are found. 

 

Fun Facts 
• A group of raccoons is called a "nursery" or a "gaze" of raccoons 
• The word raccoon comes from a Powhatan Native American word meaning "scrubs with 

hands" 
• Raccoons were once thought to be tiny bears. 
• Raccoons are born with very fine fuzz, and faint little masks around their eyes 
• Raccoons do not have opposable thumbs, but their "pinkie" finger and thumb can meet 

across the palm. 
• Raccoons have a relatively large vocabulary amounting to about 51 recognized sounds, 

including adult raccoon purrs, snarls, chatter, squeals, whinnies, growls, hisses and screams 
and young raccoon twitters, coos, cries and mews. 

• Raccoons have excellent night vision. 
• Most adult raccoons are more powerful than dogs. 
• Raccoons are good swimmers and excellent climbers. 
• Like dogs, raccoons can lower their body temperature by panting.  
• Raccoons can run 15 miles per hour 
• A raccoon name Rebecca lived in the White House with President Calvin Coolidge.  
• Some people have nicknamed raccoons “trash pandas”.  
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Quiz 
Draw a line to match the word to the definition 

 

Nocturnal      animal that breathes air, has a backbone 
       and grows hair 
 

Boar       How scientist tell plants and animals apart 

 

Sow       Originated in a particular place 

 

Mammal       Eats both plants and animals 

 

Biological Classification     Spends winter sleeping  

 

Native       Most active at night 

 

Omnivorous      Baby Raccoon 

 

Hibernate      Male Raccoon 

 

Kits       Latin word for washing 

 

Lotor       To plunge in water 

 

Dousing      Female Raccoon 
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Quiz 
 

1. What is a group of raccoons called? 

 

2. What kind of food do raccoons eat? 

 

3. How many species of living mammals are there? 

 

4. Do raccoons really wash their food? 

 

5. What is one of the nicknames for a raccoon? 

 

6. Can raccoons swim? 

 

7. Do raccoons hibernate? 

 

8. How fact can a raccoon run? 
 

9. Why does a raccoon have a mask? 

 

10. How many sounds can a raccoon make.  

 

11. Why are raccoons important? 
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Raccoon Coloring page 
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Activities  
 

Remember the biological classification of Kingdom, Phylum, Class, Order, Family, Genus, Species? 

Remember how I made up my own sentence “King Phillip Came Over For Good Spaghetti? 

Using the letters K, P, C, O, F, G, S, make up your own sentence to help you remember. 

 

Make raccoons superheroes!  

Raccoons have amazing night vision. The have an excellent sense of touch, they can swim, climb up 
and down trees, live almost anywhere, eat many things, can run fast and are very strong. Using these 
and any other characteristics of racoons, describe and draw your own Raccoon Superhero and share 
it with us!! 

 


