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What is a White-Tailed Deer? 

 
Imagine you are walking along early in the morning. Maybe you are on your way to school or maybe 
it is summer and you are taking a hike with your family. You notice something looking at you from 
behind the trees or bushes. You walk closer to see what it is, then suddenly it runs off and all you can 
see is a flash of white. You have just seen a white-tailed deer! 

Deer are mammals and as you know from the other lesson plans, a mammal is an animal that is 
warm-blooded, has hair or fur, and gives birth to live babies. It may surprise you to discover that 
there are over 100 different sub species of deer in the world. Deer can be lots of different weights, 
ranging from as light as 15 pounds for the southern pudu deer to as heavy as 440 pounds for the red 
deer. That is as much as some pianos weigh! Here in New Jersey and New York we only have one 
type of deer, and you guessed it, it is the white-tailed deer. 

The white-tailed deer is the smallest of the North American deer and has a tail that is white 
underneath, that is how they get their name. They are about 3 to 3 ½ feet tall at the shoulder and 
males can weigh anywhere from 150 to 400 pounds. The white-tailed deer may be the smallest deer 
in North America, but deer in general are some of the largest mammals we have. Now it is time for a 
question; can you name an animal that changes colors? If you are anything like me the first thing 
that comes to mind is a chameleon. Now, this is really interesting. White-tailed deer change color  
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too, depending on what time of year it is! White-tailed deer have two different coats of hair during 
the year. The gray winter coat is comprised of longer, hollow guard hairs and a soft wooly underfur 
that insulates (that means to protect something from losing heat) them from the cold weather. This 
thicker winter coat is shed prior to the hot summer months. The shorter summer coat is reddish-
brown and lacks the thick insulating underfur so it keeps the deer cooler. The summer coat hairs are 
short and wiry. But why does the hair change color? Because of something called camouflage. 
Camouflage means a way of hiding something by covering or coloring it so that it looks like its 
surroundings. This helps keep them safe from predators. What happens to most of the trees when 
the weather gets cold? Right, they lose their leaves. Since in the winter there is no grass on the 
ground and no leaves on the trees, the forest is just sort of gray, just like the deer! Look at the 
picture above, see how the grey color of the deer is almost the same as the color of the trees? They 
are blending in.  Now, close your eyes and think of what the forest looks like in the summer. There 
are greens, browns, reds, oranges and yellows. What color is the deer’s hair in the summer? That is 
right, it is reddish-brown, so they can blend in. That is why it is so difficult for you, or a predator, to 
see a deer at any time of the year unless they are standing out in the open.  

 
The reddish-brown coat of a deer during the summer 
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If you still think that it is easy to see a deer when he is hiding, try to find the deer in this picture. 

 

Adult deer are not the only ones that are camouflaged, the fawns (that is the name for a baby deer) 
are too!  Fawns are born May thru July, but mostly in June. Fawns are camouflaged in three ways! 
First, when a baby fawn is born, there is almost no odor to them, so predators cannot smell them. 
Second, since it is summer, they are reddish-brown, so they blend in with their surroundings. Third, 
white-tailed fawns are born with white spots, can you guess why? Think of what happens when the 
sunlight shines through the trees. What does the ground look like? There are dark patches on the 
ground and white spots where the sun is shining through, spots just like a fawn has. When a fawn 
lays down in the tall grass on the ground they barely move, because they have no odor predators 
cannot smell them, and because of their red coat and white spots they cannot see them. You would 
not want to play hide-and-seek with a fawn, you would never win!  A doe (that is what you call a 
female deer) will leave her fawn alone in its hiding place. The baby lays very still in the grass to keep 
safe and then the mother comes back several times during the day to feed the fawn. If the fawn 
senses danger it will instinctively hunker down, lower its ears and let its spotted coat provide the 
camouflage. That is why you never take a baby deer out of the wild if it is not injured. The mother 
has not abandoned it. The doe is nearby but she knows that if she were to stay close to her baby, it 
might show the other animals where her fawn is hiding. 
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Fawns may be young, but they learn very quickly. A newborn fawn can stand in 20 minutes, walk in 
one hour, run a bit in 24 hours, and outrun a man in five days. It takes most human babies about a 
year to learn how to walk.  

 
These are just three of the fawns, out of the hundreds Antler Ridge Wildlife Sanctuary rescues each year.  

White-tailed deer can run up to 30 miles per hour, but they aren't just fast runners. They are good at 
jumping too, in fact, they can jump over a 9-foot fence. They can even swim! None of this would be 
possible without something called a hoof. Deer have two hooves, or protective foot coverings, on 
each foot. Together they are called a cloven hoof and that means a hoof that it split into two toes. 
Hooves are made up of the same material your fingernails are and because of the way they are built, 
they are stronger than bone! 

There are even more superpowers that a deer has. A male deer is called a buck and only a buck 
grows antlers. Antlers are some of the fastest growing tissues on the planet and they can grow over 
an inch a day! Think about it, if you grew an inch a day, by the time you were one year old you would 
almost be as tall as a telephone pole! Do you know the difference between antlers and horns? Deer 
have antlers and they shed them (that means they fall off) every year. Animals like cows, goats and 
antelopes have horns and they never fall off. Look at the picture below and notice the antlers on this 
buck that is running. Remember that a deer can jump over a 9-foot fence? Well, when he is running 
and jumps lengthwise like this, he can travel over 30 feet. That is as long as a school bus! 
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Habitat  

White-tailed deer are native to North America, Central America, Ecuador, and South America as far 
south as Peru and Bolivia. It has also been introduced to New Zealand, Cuba, Jamaica, Hispaniola, the 
Bahamas, and some countries in Europe, such as the Czech Republic, Finland, Romania, Serbia, 
Germany, and France. In the Americas, it is the most widely distributed wild ungulate (that is a fancy 
word for hoofed mammal). White-tail deer are extremely common and widespread because they are 
generalists. This means that they can adapt to a wide range of habitats. They are commonly found in 
forests, partially wooded lowlands, open prairies, savannahs, mountains, tropical forests, and 
wetlands. The most important part of deer habitat is that it has plenty of their favorite foods. Here at 
Antler Ridge the deer live in the woodlands behind the sanctuary. There are plenty of trees for them 
to hide behind, lots of grasses and flowers for them to eat and streams for them to drink from. 
White-tailed deer like to remain fairly close to home. Their home range is usually about 2 square 
miles and they do not like to leave. Do you know why? Think of where you live. You know the fastest 
way to get home from school, what restaurants have your favorite food and the best hiding place in 
your home. It is the same way with a deer. They know what fields have their favorite flowers to eat, 
where the best place to take a nap is and the best trail to take if something is chasing them. If they 
left their home range, they would not know any of that because it would all be different.  
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If a deer is not out in the open, and you cannot see them 
well if they are hiding, how can you tell if there are deer in the area? The answer is, just look around 
for clues. Deer may be masters of hiding but they leave signs that they have been around. The first 
place to look for these signs is on the ground. You are looking for tracks like these, and they are a lot 
easier to see in soft ground after it has rained. These are deer tracks.  

 

There is also another way to tell. During the late summer and early fall bucks will rub their antlers on 
trees. When they do this, it rubs the bark off the tree. So, if you are hiking in the woods with your 
parents and notice a tree with a patch of bark missing, then there are probably deer in the area.  

Diet 
Deer are vegetarians. The word biologists and other scientists use for that is herbivores, which 
means they only eat plants. What plants they eat depends on the time of the year. During the 
summer they feed on grasses and wildflowers, shrubs, vines and trees. In the late summer and fall 
they eat some of their favorite things like fruits, nuts apples, persimmons and acorns. Does not 
sound like a bad diet does it? Well it is not, but what they eat in the winter does not sound all that 
delicious. In the winter all the leaves on the trees are gone, there is no fruit on the vines and the 
grasses have died back or are covered with snow. At this time of year deer feed mostly on twigs and 
the bark of trees and woody plants…yuck! Do not worry though, deer are built to eat things like that 
because deer are a ruminant. A ruminant is a mammal that eats plant-based food and has a four 
chambered stomach. Humans have a stomach that only has one chamber because we eat foods that 
are easy to digest, but when you eat twigs, bark and grass ruminants need the four chambers to help 
them get all of the nutrition they can. Being a ruminant has its advantages though, it helps keep the 
deer safe from predators. When you are in a hurry and grab some food and eat it very fast your mom 
or dad probably tells you to slow down and chew or it will upset your stomach.  
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Deer are different, they are always in a hurry to eat because they do not like being exposed for a 
long period of time, it is not safe for them. Deer eat a lot of food very fast and gulp it down so they 
can go back to the safety of their hiding place. They can do this because of their four-chambered 
stomach. When they swallow the grass they ate, it goes into the first chamber of their stomach. In 
that first chamber the grass is turned into cud. Once they are safe enough to lay down, they will burp 
the cud back up into their mouths and take their time chewing it, swallow it again and then let the 
other chambers of their stomach get all the nutrients out. Depending on their size, an adult deer will 
eat around five pounds of food a day. That is like you eating twenty quarter pounders! You may be 
wondering what deer use to chew all this food. Deer have 32 teeth, just like humans do! Antler Ridge 
Wildlife Sanctuary rescues a lot of deer and some are too small to eat on their own, like the one in 
the picture below. Normally, they would get milk from their mother, so we need to feed them with 
bottles. There are some dirty and smelly jobs at the sanctuary, but I never hear anyone complain 
about giving a fawn a bottle! 

 

There are times that Antler Ridge has over twenty fawns that all want a bottle at the same time! We 
only have so many hands and we needed to find a solution. This is what we came up with.  
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Behavior 

 
The first thing you might notice about a white-tailed deer is his white tail of course. If you are 
wondering what it is for, they use it to communicate to other deer. Imagine if you could not talk, how 
would you communicate? Well one way is you might use hand signals, like when you point at things. 
A deer does the same thing with his tail. The white fur under its tail stays white all year long. This 
white fur acts like a flag--if a white-tailed deer is scared, it will raise its tail to show the white part. 
This lets other deer in the area know there's trouble. It also helps the other deer follow him when he 
is running away from danger. This behavior is known as flagging. When the threat has passed the 
deer will move his tail slowly from side to side. This is called swishing and it lets the other deer know 
that everything is okay and it is safe to come out of hiding. The white color also helps fawns keep 
track of their mothers when they are not running together. It is like a sign that says, 'Follow me!' 

That is not the only way deer communicate. They use body language too. They also use scents to 
mark their territory and males mark trees with their antlers. Deer are also able to make sounds so 
they can communicate. Fawns release a high-pitched squeal, known as a bleat, to call out to their 
mothers. A doe makes grunts when searching for her fawns that are hiding. The fawn can recognize 
its own mothers grunt and the doe can recognize her own fawns bleat. Just like you can recognize 
your mom or dads voice in a crowd and they can recognize yours. Deer will also blow and snort to 
alert other deer of danger. A blow is when a deer breathes out heavily through his nose over and 
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over again. Sort of like people sometimes do when they are 
mad. A snort is a single, short and very explosive breath of air made through the nose. It is made 
after the blow when the deer turns to run away. It can be very loud and always startles me when I am 
walking along the trail and pass a deer that I could not see.  

Deer are crepuscular which means they are most active at dusk and dawn. Deer can also see very 
well in the dark. But deer do not see things like you do. Look in the mirror and notice where your 
eyes are. They are close together and at the front of your head. A deer has very big eyes and they are 
at the sides of their head. They can see things like predators coming at them from the side and 
almost all the way behind their back without even needing to move their head. That is why it is 
almost impossible to sneak up on them. Deer do not see very well in front of them though, so if you 
see one, sit very very still and he will probably think that you are just another big rock on the ground. 
If you are lucky enough to get close enough to look, you will notice that deer have whiskers on their 
chin. These whiskers help them “see” as well. Even in the darkest night, they can tell exactly how 
close their head is to the ground when they are eating just by the feel of their whiskers.   

Deer spend most of their time resting, but they do not sleep like you do. Instead, they doze off 
anywhere from 30 seconds to a couple of minutes, wake up briefly and then doze off again. That 
lasts for about 30 minutes. Whether dozing or sleeping with eyes open or closed, deer are 
continually monitoring what is going on around them. Their ears are never lowered, and they can 
wake up instantly. Even when sleeping, their senses are so incredible they can tell the difference 
between a squirrel running around and a branch snapping under someone’s foot. Does tend to sleep 
in large groups. That way, someone is always awake to warn the others if a predator approaches. 
That is why it is next to impossible to sneak up on a sleeping deer.  

Piebald Deer 
If you are very lucky one might see something called a piebald deer. They are not albino, they are 
white-tailed deer that have irregular patches, or blotches of two different colors, normally black or 
brown, and white. Scientists estimate that out of all the white-tailed deer, only 1 percent are piebald. 
This is Rudy and he is a piebald deer that was at Antler Ridge.  
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Fun Facts 

1. When White-tailed deer gather together and trample down snow in a particular area, this is called 
a "deer yard." 

2. A group of deer are called a herd. 

3. Only the males grow antlers, and they shed them each year. 

4. White-tailed deer are the shyest and most nervous of deer. When they are startled they run away 
with their tail high in the air.  

5. Deer can smell human odor on underbrush for days afterwards. Bucks will stay away from areas 
that have been visited by humans for over a week.  

6. A female deer is called a doe, a male deer is called a buck and a baby deer is called a fawn. 

7. In winter, deer are less active in order to preserve energy as there is less food available. 

8. The smallest species of deer in the world is the Pudu and when it is full grown, it is 12 inches tall.  

9. All species of deer have a four-chamber stomach which allows them to chew the cud. 

10. Deer are in the same animal family as the elk, moose, and reindeer. 
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Quiz 
Draw a line to match the word to the definition 

 

Mammal      Mammal that has a 4 chambered stomach 

 

Camouflage      A male deer 

 

Fawn       To only eat plants 

 

Doe       Raising the tail to show the white part 

 

Swishing      A hoofed animal 

 

Flagging      Hoof that it split into two toes 

 

Crepuscular      A way of hiding something 

 

Ruminant      Moving the tail slowly from side to side 

 

Herbivore      A baby deer 

 

Ungulate      An animal that is warm blooded & has hair 

 

Buck       A female deer 

 

Cloven Hoof      Most active at dusk and dawn 
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Quiz 
 
 
1. What is a white-tailed deer? 
 

A. The smallest African deer, with a tail that is white underneath 
B. The largest North American deer, with a tail that is white underneath 
C. The largest African deer, with a tail that is white underneath 
D. The smallest North American deer, with a tail that is white underneath 
 

2. What is one way a white-tailed deer uses its white tail? 
 

A. Raises it to let other deer know there is trouble 
B. Raises it to let other deer know where to find food 
C. Raises it to let other deer know where to find water 
D. Raises it to let other deer know where its babies are hiding 
 

3. Why are white-tailed deer called mammals? 
 

A. Because they only eat meat 
B. Because they are warm blooded and have hair 
C. Because they are most active at night 
D. Because they live alone 
 

4. How can you tell if a white-tailed deer is a male? 
 

A. The color of its fur 
B. The size of its feet 
C. The color of its eyes 
D. If it has antlers on its head 
 

5. What do we mean when we say white-tailed deer are herbivores? 
 

A. They eat both plants and meat. 
B. They only eat plants. 
C. They only eat meat. 
D. They are most active at night. 
 

6. What are hooves? 

 
A. The food that an animal eats 
B. Bones on top of an animal's head 
C. Hard coverings on an animal's foot 
D. A type of deer 
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7. What kind of animal is a deer? 
 

A. Primate 
B. Marsupial 
C. Amphibian 
D. Mammal 

 
8. What is a group of deer called? 
 

A. Pride 
B. Herd 
C. Group 
D. Club 

 
9. What do deer eat? 
 

A. Plants and animals 
B. Fish 
C. Plants only 
D. Animals only 

 
10. What is a baby deer called? 
 

A. Buck 
B. Stag 
C. Doe 
D. Fawn 
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Doe and fawn coloring page 
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Deer Mask 


