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What Are Squirrels? 
Have you ever watched squirrels gathering food in the fall? Squirrels are small mammals that range in size 
from a couple inches to over two feet long. All squirrels are rodents (rodents are mammals with 1 to 4 teeth 
that never stop growing). Squirrels are constantly gnawing on trees and food to keep their teeth from 
growing through their necks! So far, scientists have identified 285 species, making it the largest group of 
mammals existing on the planet today. Squirrels are divided into different groups.  

• Ground Squirrel further divided into other groups known as chipmunks, prairie dogs and rock squirrels. 

• Tree Squirrel further classified as grey squirrel, tufted ear squirrel, fox squirrel and red squirrel. 

• Flying Squirrel divided into around fifty species 

Ground Squirrel 

Usually, most kinds of squirrels live on trees. However, a ground squirrel lives in burrows made in the 
ground. Their unique trait is their ability to stand up straight only on their hind legs. 

They belong to Marmota genus with chipmunks, prairie dogs and rock squirrels as its main sub-
divisions. All of these kinds form a larger group which is referred to as the Marmot tribe. The larger 
members of this tribe are known as prairie dogs while the smaller ones are classified as chipmunks. 
The latter also possess tails which are small and not as bushy and fluffy as possessed by the rest of the 
species. 

Larger marmots, prairie dogs, are further divided into five sub-species. All of them are found in North 
American grasslands, Canada as well as Mexico. They have been named so owing to a kind of vocal 
communication which sounds like the barking of a dog. It is actually their warning signal. 

The largest member of the Sciuridae family is a ground squirrel, known as the Alpine Marmot. It is 
found on the mountains of central and southern Europe. Its size may be as large as fifty-four 
centimeters while its maximum weight can be eighteen pounds. 

Tree Squirrel 

This is the most diverse group of squirrels, which is found all over the world with more than one 
hundred species. The members of this group do not share common physical traits. On the other hand, 
they fall into the same category due to their common habitat: trees. In other words, all species of tree 
squirrel nest on trees, either inside tree holes or on tree branches. Sometimes, they even reside inside 
pre-made nests abandoned by other birds. 

They may be found roaming around on the ground to look for sources of food. However, they climb up 
the trees as soon as they sense danger or when they want to retreat to their nests at the day's end. 
Their ability to climb up with agility comes from the presence of double joint in their legs. 
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Flying Squirrel 

Among all types of squirrels, flying squirrel is the most amazing one due to its ability to "fly". However, 
rather than flying, it actually glides from one tree to another. This intriguing movement gives the 
impression of flying. 

They live on trees but are not classified as tree squirrels. This is because of their distinct gliding ability 
which differentiates them from the common tree squirrels. 

They possess a membrane shaped like wings which is attached between their wrists and hind legs. 
When they stretch their front legs outwards at their sides, the membrane opens into a type of 
parachute which enables them to glide as they jump between trees. A flying squirrel can change the 
position of its arms and hind legs when it wants to alter its direction while gliding in mid-air. Its fluffed 
up tails help provide stability during flight. It also acts like an airbrake before landing smoothly on the 
trunk of a tree. 

After jumping off a tree, the rodent can lift itself up. Flights of up to ninety meters have been observed 
and recorded. Moreover, it can also vary its speed during its flight. 

In New Jersey we have 5 types of squirrels, the Eastern Gray Squirrel, Red Squirrel, Northern Flying 
Squirrel, Southern Flying Squirrel and of course the Chipmunk. If one is lucky, they may also see either 
a white squirrel or a black squirrel. Both of these squirrels are sub-groups of the Eastern Gray Squirrel. 
A white squirrel is an albino gray squirrel while the black squirrel is the result of a genetic mutation 
that causes excessive pigmentation. 

 

Albino Squirrel 
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Eastern Gray Squirrel  

 
Around the area of Antler Ridge, the Eastern Gray Squirrel is by far the most common type of squirrel 
that we see. The Eastern gray squirrel is a tree squirrel of medium size, and both males and females 
are of the same size and color. Its fur is mainly black or gray, with the underside being white. Its tail is 
bushy and sometimes is reddish in color and is used for balancing while it leaps between branches.  

Habitat 

Eastern gray squirrels are alert and curious rodents, very fast when moving and jumping amongst the 
tree tops. These squirrels are a scatter-hoarder; they hoard huge quantities of food for the future and 
can make several thousand caches per season. They are more active in the daytime than at night, 
particularly at dawn and during the afternoon. A squirrel nest is called a drey. Males and females may 
share the same nest during the breeding season, which they build in the forks of trees, and during cold 
winters, squirrels may also share these dreys to stay warm. The next time you are walking around, 
look up to the tops of the trees and look for a round ball of leaves. This ball is often mistaken for a 
bird’s nest, but most of the times they are squirrel nests. These squirrels do not hibernate (to spend the 
winter months dormant or sleeping). 
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Diet 

The Eastern gray squirrel eats mostly the nuts, buds and flowers. Corn, wheat and other crops are 
eaten, particularly in the winter. In the summer insects are eaten and are probably particularly 
important for young squirrels. 

Importance in Nature 

Eastern gray squirrels have an important role in the forest ecosystems where they live. They eat many 
seeds, and their seed-caching activities are likely to help in dispersing tree seeds and growing new 
trees. 

Red Squirrel 

 
Red squirrels can be easily identified from other Grey squirrels by their smaller size, territorial 
behavior and reddish fur with a white under-belly. Red squirrels are also somewhat larger than 
Chipmunks. 
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Habitat 

Red Squirrels are widely distributed across North America preferring to live in conifer forests(A 
conifer tree is a tree that bears cones and needle-like leaves that are typically evergreen. A pine tree and 
“Christmas trees” are examples of conifer trees). Their range includes most of Canada and extends into 
the United States in the Rocky Mountains, the North Central and North East. However, in New Jersey it 
is rather rare to encounter a Red Squirrel. 

Diet 

Red Squirrels are primarily granivores but incorporate other food items into their diet 
opportunistically (a granivore is an animal that mostly eats seeds as a part of their diet). They have 
been observed eating spruce buds and needles, mushrooms, willow leaves, poplar buds, flowers and 
berries, and animal material such as bird eggs. 

Habits and Lifestyle 

Red squirrels are usually most active during the morning or late afternoon. This is when they eat the 
most food. In spring and summer, they remain resting in their nests around midday to escape the 
extreme heat. In winter, this midday rest is likely to be very short or missed entirely. Although these 
squirrels spend the majority of their time up in the trees, they come to the ground to search for food 
and to bury food items. Eurasian red squirrels don't hibernate, but they rest in their nests to keep safe 
during strong winds or bad storms, coming out only to find food. Females remain in their nest for long 
periods to look after their young. Red squirrels do not form groups. 

Fun facts 

Red squirrels can find their buried food in more than 1 foot of snow 

Squirrels do not hibernate, but in winter they eat from the supplies of nuts and seeds they have buried. 

Grey and Red squirrels cannot breed together. 

They can swim and they can hang upside down. 
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Northern and Southern Flying Squirrel 

 
Southern Flying Squirrel 

Flying squirrels are nocturnal (animals that are active at night rather than during the day) so you will 
rarely get a chance to see one in the wild. If you do, enjoy it because it is a sight to see that wonderful 
creature gliding through the air. Being in New Jersey, we have the luck of having both the northern 
flying squirrel and the southern flying squirrel. There are only small differences between the two; 
however, they are each unique. The main difference is that the northern squirrel is a little bigger than 
the southern squirrel. The northern flying squirrel has tan or brown fur on its back, while the southern 
flying squirrel may range from tan to reddish-brown. The best characteristic to distinguish the two 
species is the color of the belly hair between their front legs. If the hairs are all white from tip to base, 
the squirrel is a southern flying squirrel. If the hairs are white at the tip but lead colored near their 
skin, it is a northern flying squirrel. 
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Habitat 

The Southern Flying Squirrel, which is much more abundant in New Jersey is found in eastern 
deciduous (trees that seasonally shed leaves, usually in the autumn) forests or mixed forests of North 
America. Large hickory and beech trees are more abundant in intensively used areas of their home 
ranges. Also, maple and poplar, as well as oak trees make favorable habitat. 

Northern flying squirrels prefer old-growth boreal forests that contain a heavy coniferous component, 
moist soils, and lots of downed woody debris. 

Southern flying squirrels nest in natural cavities and woodpecker holes, or build nest out of leaves and 
twigs. Leaf nests are used as a resting site and are used primarily in summer, whereas cavities are 
used for breeding and more intensively during winter. 

Northern flying squirrels generally nest in holes in trees, preferring large-diameter trunks and dead 
trees, and will also build outside leaf nests called and will also nest underground. They too, also like to 
use abandoned woodpecker holes for nesting sites. 

 

Diet 

Southern flying squirrels have a rather diverse diet. They are omnivorous (feeding on both plant and 
animals). They feed upon nuts, acorns, seeds, berries, fruit, moths, junebugs, leaf buds, bark, eggs and 
cheeks of birds, young mice, insects, carrion as well as fungus. 

Northern flying squirrels are for the most part granivores feeding upon nuts, acorns, fungi and lichens. 
However, they are also known to consume fruits, buds, sap, and sometimes insects.  

Behavior 

Both the northern and southern flying squirrel are highly social animals and have been observed flying 
and foraging together in large groups. Additionally, they often gather together in dens, especially as 
seasonal temperatures decline in order to conserve energy. Compared to individuals who nest alone in 
winter, squirrels in groups can save 30 percent more energy. 

Fun Facts 

Inspired by the gliding habits of flying squirrels, humans have made a special suit that imitates this 
rodent and is used by base jumpers and skydivers, allowing to slow their descent and perform 
different maneuvers while flying. 

While most squirrels break a nutshell to get to the meat, the Northern flying squirrels usually dig a 
hole that allows them to reach the desired meat. 
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During a glide, these agile rodents are able 
to male turns of up to 180 degrees. The 
longest known 'flight' of the Northern flying 
squirrel was as long as 300 feet, although this animal rarely travels such long distances. 

The favorite food of the southern flying squirrel is hickory nuts and acorns. One way to detect if there 
are Southern flying squirrels in the area is presence of piles of gnawed hickory nuts, found at the base 
of large hickory trees. 

A single flying squirrel hoards up to 15 000 nuts during a season. Southern flying squirrels are 
frequently seen raiding bird feeders. In fact, these rodents love peanuts in the shell. Knowing this, 
some people even construct 'flying squirrel feeders'. 

 

Baby Southern Flying Squirrel 

 

 

 

 

 



 

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

Rescue Rehabilitate Release 

 

 

 

Eastern Chipmunk (Ground Squirrel family) 

 
The eastern chipmunk is a small, brown, burrow-dwelling squirrel. It typically measures 5 to 6 inches 
long and weighs about 3 ounces. It has two tan and five blackish longitudinal stripes on its back, and 
two tan and two brownish stripes on each side of its face. The tail is 3 to 4 inches long and is hairy but 
not bushy. The Eastern chipmunk is mainly terrestrial (living on the land). The Eastern chipmunks 
have pouches on their cheeks, made of stretchable skin. These cheek pouches enlarge as the animals 
age and act as stores, where the chipmunks usually carry large amounts of food to later hoard it at 
their burrows. 

 

 



 

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

Rescue Rehabilitate Release 

 

 

Habitat 

The eastern chipmunk lives in deciduous wooded areas and urban parks throughout the eastern 
United States and southern Canada. It prefers locations with rocky areas, brush or log piles, and shrubs 
to provide cover, but they also inhabit areas in and around suburban and rural homes. It can climb 
trees well, but constructs underground nests with extensive tunnel systems, often with several 
entrances. The main entrance will never have debris around it and the hole is about the size of a half-
dollar. To hide the construction of its burrow, the eastern chipmunk carries soil to a different location 
in its cheek pouches. It also lines the burrow with leaves, rocks, sticks, and other material, making it 
even harder to see. Burrows can be up to 30 feet long, three feet wide and 3 plus feet below the 
ground. Chipmunks spend a majority of their day foraging for nuts and stashing them in their burrow 
for the winter. The burrow will have several areas for storing nuts, a sleeping area and even drainage 
tunnels to keep the burrow dry.  

Diet 

Eastern chipmunks are generally herbivores, (An animal that feeds mainly or only on plants). they feed 
upon fruit, seeds and nuts, complementing this diet with occasional insects, earthworms, slugs, eggs of 
birds and mushrooms. 

Behavior 

These rodents are solitary and diurnal (active during the daytime rather than at night) animals. They 
are most active during mid-morning and mid-afternoon. Eastern chipmunks are highly territorial, 
particularly defending areas around their burrows. They are not “true” hibernators like the 
woodchuck. Although they usually hoard food, these animals don't store fat for hibernation period. 
Instead, they regularly wake up from hibernation to eat, occasionally leaving the burrow if it's warm 
enough. Because chipmunks are so small and so fast, they can be a bit difficult to see but there are sure 
signs they are around. First is the familiar “chip, chip, chip” sound they make when you get near. That 
chip sound is the reason they are named chipmunks. Second is the burrow entrance, but you must look 
very close to see it. Also, while you are looking closely, you might notice tiny chew marks on the tops of 
mushrooms, that is from a chipmunk. Lastly, one may notice small bits of shells and husks on the top of 
a stump or rock. They are generally left by chipmunks. 
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Fun Facts 

In order to come out their underground burrows in spring, these rodents often have to dig through up 
to two feet of snow. 

A chipmunk group is called a 'scurry'. 

One chipmunk can gather as many as 165 acorns per day. 

A chipmunk takes about 75 breaths per minute on average. 

Chipmunks have cheek pouches that can enlarge to the size 3 times bigger than their heads. Cheek 
pouches are used for the transportation of food to the burrows. One chipmunk can collect 8 pounds of 
food per year. 

A male chipmunk is called a buck; a female chipmunk is called a doe; a baby chipmunk is called kit, 
kitten, or pup. 
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Quiz 

Draw a line to match the word to the definition 

 

Hibernate    feeding on both plant and animals     
  

 

Terrestrial    active during the daytime rather than at night  

 

Conifer    animals that are active at night rather than during the day  
    

 

Nocturnal    An animal that feeds mainly or only on plants 

 

Deciduous    a tree that bears cones and needle-like leaves 

 

Diurnal    mammals with 1 to 4 teeth that never stop growing   
  

 

Granivores    living on the land 

 

Rodent     to spend the winter months dormant or sleeping   
  

Omnivorous    trees that seasonally shed leaves, usually in the autumn  
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Herbivores an animal that mostly eats seeds as a part of their diet 

 

1.  What are the three main groups squirrels are divided into? 

 

2. What is a squirrel nest called? 

 

3. How many breaths a minute does a chipmunk take? 

 

4. Which is the most common squirrel at seen at Antler Ridge, the red squirrel or gray squirrel? 

 

5. Can flying squirrels really fly? 

 

6. What is a group of chipmunks called? 

 

7. Why are squirrels important to the ecosystem? 

 

8. How many pounds of food a year can a chipmunk collect? 

 

9. What are the favorite foods of the southern flying squirrel? 

 

10. How many species of squirrels have scientists identified? 
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Squirrel Treat Recipe 

Nut Ball Recipe for Squirrels 

Watching these critters eat in your backyard can be entertaining, especially, if you fill their feeders 
with foods they love. We all know that squirrels love nuts, but they eat so much more. This recipe was 
originally found on Loving Backyard Squirrels. 

Ingredients You’ll Need 

• 1/2 cup peanut butter (unsalted is preferred) 
• 1/4 cup chopped nuts (any of their favorites will do) 
• 1/3 cup plain oats (unsweetened) 
• 2 tsp flour 
• 1/4 cup pumpkin seeds (you substitute 1/2 of chopped nuts instead) 
• 2 tablespoons water (you may need to add more to get the proper consistency) 

Feel free to substitute any of the ingredients above, just make sure that you choose foods that will 
provide them with the nutrition they need. 

Cooking Instructions 

Preheat the oven to 180 degrees Fahrenheit 

Mix all the ingredients into a mixing bowl and roll the dough into 1-inch sized balls. 

Place on a baking pan with foil and cook in the oven for 3 hours. 

Allow to cool for 24 hours or overnight. Place the balls around your squirrel feeder or on the ground to 
attract squirrels your yard. Don’t be surprised if other wildlife like birds like eating them, these can be 
used to feed all your backyard critters. 
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Squirrel coloring page 
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