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This project involves you working with animal scats.  Scat is a scientific word for excreta, faeces, poo, droppings, dung.  Scatology is the scientific study of animal faeces.  Why study animal scats?  Scats, like tracks, can tell us a great deal about animals in the bush that are hard to see.  This small study of scats will show you how useful they can be.  

All the scats you will work with are dry, and therefore not smelly.  By using tongs and plastic gloves, you will not be exposed to any health risk.  In terms of disease, the most dangerous scats you could meet are, in order, human, fox, dog, and cat.  You will not be handling any of these at Yookamurra.

The Questions

Here are the questions your group will try to answer. 

1. (a) How can you tell that one kind of scat is different from another?  
(b) How many different types of scats can you identify in one location?
(c) How common is each kind of scat at that location?

2. What animals made these scats?

3. What can scats tell us about the animal’s diet?

For Question 1, a Yookamurra Staff member will guide you to sites where animal scats are common.  For Questions 2 and 3 you will be on the canteen deck.

Being A Scientist Or A Detective

For this project, you will be working like a scientist or a detective to find out more about scats.  You will share your discoveries with your classmates back at school.  The project should take about 60 – 90 minutes to complete.

How does a scientist or a detective work?  Well, whenever they are trying to solve a problem, they always work this way.

1. They look, or observe, very carefully

2. They record what they see, sometimes with pictures, but always with words

3. They decide what it all means – they interpret what they observed

Scats

Here are some ideas to think about.  Any animal, including us, living in an area of bush will leave behind scats.  If you search the area to find all the different types of scats there, and identify them, then you will know what animals are living in the area, even though you have not seen them.  

Because many animals are active only at night (nocturnal) it is difficult to see them.  It is much easier to look for their scats.  You can get a lot of information from scats.  If you can find an animal’s fresh scat, then you know that the animal is present.  If you count the number of scats you find from a particular animal, you can estimate how many of that animal is present.  If you then examine what is in an animals scat, you can work out the animal’s diet, what it has been eating.  You can find out all this information without ever seeing the animal.

Providing you follow the instructions for handling the scats only with tongs and plastic gloves, you will not be exposed to any health risk.

Question 1

(a) How can you tell that one kind of scat is different from another?  
(b) How many different kinds of scats can you identify in one location?  
(c) How common is each kind of scat at that location?

Equipment

For Question 1, each student needs a clipboard, paper, and pen.  The group needs at least one watch.

A Sanctuary staff member will take you to one or more sites where you can collect scats, and provide plastic gloves, tongs, and a large plastic bowl.  

Before you start to collect

1. Choose a place to begin.

2. Carefully observe the soil surface, looking for scats.  Move slowly so that you do not tread on any scats.  They can be quite small and similar to the soil surface.  

As you search, make sure you look in all the places that scats may be found.  These places could be out in the open, under trees and bushes, or in pits and diggings on the soil surface.

3. Decide as a group approximately how many scats you can see, and where they are, before you begin to move to collect them.

4. Discuss and decide how you can tell what is a scat and what is just a clod of bare soil, stick, stone, or a seed pod from a tree.

5. Discuss and decide how you can tell that one kind of scat is different from another.  Is it shape, size, or colour?  Which of these characteristics is most important to you?  Write down what you decide.

6. Decide on a (temporary) name for each different kind of scat.  For example, the first type that you find could be called ‘Type 1’, or ‘small brown wrinkly scat’, or ‘string of beads scat’.  These temporary names will help the group organize their finds.

7. Write down the names, together with a drawing of the scat.  Do this as a list down the page.

You are now ready to start collecting.
8. Write down the time when you start your collecting.

9. Put on plastic gloves or use tongs to carefully collect scats and place them in the large plastic bowl.  Carry this bowl carefully as you continue searching.  Dried scats are fragile.

10. As group members put a scat type in the bowl, they call out its name.  Everyone puts a tick alongside its name on their list.

11. Continue searching and collecting.  You may find scats that you didn’t originally name.  Name them now, and add them to your list.

12. As soon as you have 3 examples of a type of scat – 3 ticks alongside its name on your list – write down the time beside the third tick.  This information will allow you to work out which scat types are common, and which are uncommon, at this site.

13. Continue your search for 30 minutes even though you might not have 3 examples for each of your scat types.

14. Count the number of different kinds of scats you have (the number of names) and write it down.  (Don’t worry if you don’t have many.) 

15. Carefully carry your scat collection in its bowl back to the canteen deck.  You will work there for the rest of the project.

Additional Equipment

You will need a ruler, a coin, and a digital camera.

Yookamurra staff will provide white saucers, and extra scats if you need them.

16. Put your container of scats on a table.  

17. Put out the same number of white saucers as you have scat types on your list.

18. Then take it in turns for each group member to take a scat from the bowl, decide what type it is, and add it to the same type already on a saucer.  The whole group can decide if each decision is correct.

19. When all the collected scats are sorted this way, the number of scats on each saucer should be the same as the number of ticks against each name on your list.  If it isn’t, discuss and record all the reasons you can think why this has happened.  It does not ruin your project.  

20. Now that you have your scat collection set out on saucers, go through your list and discuss what you thought were important differences that separated each type.  Are you happy that you have put like scats together and separated unlike ones?  Make sure you have a picture of each scat beside its name on your list.

21. Measure the size (length and width) of each scat, (choose the middle sized one on each saucer) and write down its size, shape, and colour.  

22. Photograph each saucer, using a coin or a ruler to indicate size.  

23. Did you find 3 samples of any scat?  Did you find 3 samples of more than 1 type of scat?  If so, check the time for each.  The scat of which you found 3 most quickly was the commonest scat at that location.  

24. On your list, note which scat was most common, the second most common, down to least common.

25. Interpret your data.  Is this a place where many different animals like to go, a place where only one kind of animal likes to go, or something in between?  From what you learnt on the walk, can you work out why?

Question 2

What animals made these scats?

Additional Equipment

Yookamurra staff will provide copies of the booklet Scats @ Yookamurra.

To answer this question, you must use a reference book, a book that describes both the scat type and identifies the animal.  Such books are made from years of experience and observation by scientists and naturalists.  To use such books, you have to match the scat description in the book with your scat description.

26. Using the booklet Scats @ Yookamurra, see if you can identify each of the scats in your group’s collection.  Write down the names of the animal alongside its scat description on your list.

27. If there is time, examine the additional scats collected by Yookamurra staff.  You might have found scats that are not in the booklet Scats @ Yookamurra.  If you think you have, then show it to the Yookamurra Staff.  They will as excited as you are.  They will probably want a copy of your photo for their booklet.

28. Discuss:  When you checked the booklet, was it easy to match your drawing to a drawing or photo in the booklet?  Can you work out why?

Question 3

What can scats tell us about the animal’s diet?

Additional Equipment 

Tweezers or tongs.  Gloves.

A Yookamurra staff member will provide a container of water with a little detergent in it, and show you how to use a microscope.

Notes:  A scat is the remains of an animal’s food, the part of the food that wasn’t digested.  We can find out what an animal ate, its diet, by looking what was excreted in the scat.  However, we must remember that only the less digestible things appear in the scat.

For example, in the scats of a plant-eating animal (herbivore), such as a sheep or rabbit, we would find bits of coarse, hard to digest grasses, but not fine, soft, easy to digest grasses or clovers.  Similarly, in the scats of a flesh-eating animal (carnivore) that liked mice, such as a snake, or owl, we would find only the indigestible mouse bones and hair but not any digestible flesh.  

Here are ways to find out what is inside the scats you’ve collected.  You will be destroying some of your collected scats, so be sure all the photographs have been taken before you start.

29. In pairs, select one type of scat.  On a new sheet of paper, write the animal name.  

30. Move the biggest of the scats to a new saucer.  Without breaking it up, carefully examine it to see if you can identify any of the material on the outside of the scat.  Small pieces of bones, insect bodies, hairs, seeds, or grass are the most likely things you might be able to see.  

31. Write down what you identified.  Share your observations with the rest of the group.

32. Now, with the supplied water, make a puddle under the scat so that it begins to wet up.  Observe any changes in colour.  Some scats may fall apart when wet.  Write down what you observe.

33. Once the scat is wet, gently break it up with the tongs so that you can see the contents of the entire scat.  Is the inside different from the outside in any way?  Would you expect it to be?  

34. Using the tongs, move a small sample of the wet scat to the edge of the saucer and examine it there with the hand microscopes.  You may need to tease it apart with a pencil or pen.  If you are not wearing gloves, do not touch the scat material with your hands.  If you do, wash your hands with soap.

35. Write down all of the things you could identify in the scat.  Don’t be disappointed if you find the identification difficult or unsuccessful.  It is not an easy task.  Scientists who do this are very experienced and use high power microscopes.

36. When you have recorded what you found using your eyes and the microscope, select another scat type and repeat the observations.  Continue until your group has investigated all its collected scats.  Be sure to keep your share of the recording safe so it can be shared with all the group members back at school. 

Your group now has drawings, photos, and written descriptions of different scats and has matched these with the names of the animals that made them.  You also have lists of diet items you found in each animal’s scat.  From that, you can work out some of the things that each animal eats.

Back at School

Most importantly, when your group presents its results to the class, you can give your answers to the questions and present the observations you made that support your answers.

Congratulations, Young Scientist (and Scatologist)!
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