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All living things need four things to survive: food, water, shelter, and space. Not all of these are readily 
available in an animal’s habitat, so in order to survive the animal has to adapt. An adaptation is a 
characteristic that allows an animal to survive in its environment.

Adaptations can be something physical like a structural part of its body or a physical characteristic, 
like a color or shape (for example, we use our hands to pick up our food). Adaptations can also be 
behavioral so that the way it acts helps the animal survive (frogs jump to catch their food). 

Physical adaptations

Eye position: an animal that hunts other animals has eyes on the front of its head while an 
animal that is hunted has eyes on the side of its head or on top.
Ears: an animal can have big ears to help it hear prey
Color: animals can have coloring to help it camouflage so it can hide easier from predators
Teeth: Carnivores have sharp pointed teeth to help tear meat and catch prey while herbivores 
have flat teeth with ridges to help grind up plants
Spines: Plants like the cactus have adapted their leaves into spines to stop animals from eating 
it and to limit water loss

Behavioral adaptations

Nocturnal vs. diurnal: Owls hunt at night to catch small animals that are active at night
Stealth: Bobcats sneak up and pounce on their prey
Migration: Some animals migrate to find food or water or a more suitable shelter.
Shelter: Some animals build burrows or nests to stay warm and/or raise young
Diet change: Some animals eat different things during different seasons. 

Crystal Cove State Park provides habitat for the following animals:

Owls have many structural and behavioral adaptations. The feathers along the bottom of their wings 
are serrated, allowing them to be virtually silent as they fly though the air. They have large eyes that 
help them locate prey and have a hooked, pointed beak and sharp talons to help it catch and eat its 
prey.  They hunt at night to catch other nocturnal animals and use their hooting to locate other owls.

Skunks have a striped pattern which helps them camouflage in the shrubs and brush and serves as 
a warning to potential predators to keep clear. Their eyes are on the sides of their head so they are 
more aware of approaching predators. Their most famous adaptation of spraying serves them quite 
well; after warning predators by lifting their tail, skunks will then let loose a stream  of sulfur-containing 
chemicals, which are strong enough to scare off a bear! They dig around using their large claws, 
hunting for insects and grubs. 

Bobcats are one of the most adapted predators at Crystal Cove. Their spotted coloring allows them to 
easily camouflage in the surrounding bushes and shrubs. They have eyes located on the front of their 
head so they can focus on prey and sharp teeth to help them catch and eat their prey. They can silently 
sneak up and then pounce quickly on prey. They also need territories of about 15 square miles to make 
sure that they get enough food. 
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	 Camouflage	 Cottontail Rabbit

	 Eyes on the Side of the Head	 Gray Whale

	 Blubber	 Bobcat

	 Heat Sensing Pits	 Opossum

	 Sharp, Pointed Canine Teeth	 Mule Deer

	 Rotating Head (270 Degrees)	 Skunk

	 Spraying Stinky Stuff	 Great Horned Owl

	 Dropping a Tail	 Coyote

	 Retractable Claws	 Fence Lizard

	 Prehensile Tail	 Rattlesnake

	 Squirting Blood From the Eyes	 Horned Lizard

	 Big Ears	 Mountain Lion

Can you match the physical adaptation on the left with the animals that best represents that 
characteristic on the right? Some animals might have more than one of these adaptations.  

Draw an arrow to your best match for each animal!
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Camouflage

In the animal world 
bright colors often 
mean danger or 
poison so many 
animals have 
evolved with 
coloring to help 
them camouflage 
or blend into their 
surroundings, 
allowing them 
to either hide from their predators, or to go 
unnoticed as they search for food themselves.  
Sometimes it’s in the color like the “white as 
snow” of a Polar Bear whereas other times it 
might be in patterns like the stripes of a tiger.  
Camouflage can take the form of mimicry like 
with Monarch vs Viceroy Butterflies (one which is 
unpleasant to eat so the other gets left alone,) or 
through the strategy of countershading, in which 
animals are dark on top and light underneath 
like frogs on land or squid in the ocean.  Many 
animals that live on rocks like lizards blend right 
in, whereas animals that live in deserts like the 
Fennec Fox or Coyote are sand-colored.  

Eyes on the Side

Eyes are placed where 
they give its owner the 
best possible vision for its 
own lifestyle. Prey animals 
like cottontails and deer, 
need to be able to see 
around them while they are 
grazing or feeding, which 
is why they generally have 
sideways facing eyes. Side 
eye placement allows for 
greater peripheral or “side vision” enabling the 
animal to see predators approaching from the 
side as well as from behind. Just remember: Eyes 
on the side, the animals hide, eyes in the front the 
animals hunt. 

Blubber

In order to survive in 
cold waters, marine 
mammals have a thick 
layer of fat under their 
skin for insulation.  The 
blood vessels in blubber 
constrict, or get smaller, 
in cold water which 
reduces the energy required for whales, dolphins, 
seals, and sea lions to heat their big bodies 
and surrounds their vital organs and keeps 
them protected and warm.  Blubber also stores 
energy (nutrients in the form of protein and fats) 
minimizing the time spent searching for food and 
also helps marine mammals stay buoyant so they 
don’t sink, especially when they are sleeping.  
The Blue whale, the largest animal that has ever 
graced our Earth, has blubber almost a foot thick, 
and since they migrate annually between their 
feeding and breeding grounds, they may live 
solely off this fat reserve during their months long 
trek. 

Heat Sensing Pits

One of the amazing 
adaptations of 
rattlesnakes is 
they can “see in 
the dark,” but not 
necessarily with 
their eyes. Pit 
vipers, like rattlesnakes, have holes on their faces 
between their eyes and nostrils called pit organs 
that can detect differences in temperature, 
and determine whether the heat given off by 
an animal is from a predator or from prey.  This 
unique sensory system for detecting infrared 
radiation, allows rattlers to generate an image 
and tell the difference between objects in their 
environment.  Heat sensors also allow snakes to 
track a moving meal since the ground is warmed 
by the prey’s body and feet. These pits are highly 
effective in detecting differences in temperature 
even several yards away, so warm blooded small 
mammals beware in rattlesnake country! 
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Sharp Canine Teeth

Most carnivores, 
like mountain 
lions or bobcats, 
have long, sharp 
teeth adapted to 
ripping, tearing 
or cutting flesh. 
While many also 
possess a few 
flat molars in the 
back of their mouths (not really necessary since 
they don’t chew, but rather swallow their food 
in chunks,) and sharp incisors in the front, the 
most important teeth for carnivores are their four 
pronounced canine teeth. When they open and 
close their jaws, these teeth with sharp edges act 
like a pair of scissors tearing through their prey. 

Rotating the Head

Keep your head still 
and look forward. 
As a human, you are 
able to see what is 
directly in front of you 
and some of what is 
to the left and to the 
right of you. This is 
called your peripheral 
vision. Without 
moving your head, 
your eyes can follow 
objects up, down and 
side-to-side. Owls can’t do this. Because they 
have fixed eye sockets, they must move their 
heads in order to see their surroundings. A wide 
range of motion is critical for survival as it helps 
them avoid predators and detect prey.  Owls 
can rotate their heads a dizzying 270 degrees, 
allowing them to see what’s happening behind 
them while perched on a tree branch or barn 
beam or just about anywhere. This evolutionary 
adaptation helps the birds keep their fixed-
socket, binocular eyes trained on the scurrying 
mice and other small prey they hunt.

Spraying Stinky Stuff 

All skunks have highly 
evolved musk glands, 
which is undoubtedly 
their most famous 
physical adaptation, 
pee-ew. These glands 
are located on either 
side of a skunk’s 
tushy and produce 
a fluid with a super stinky smell. This fluid is a 
defensive weapon which the skunk uses against 
its potential predators, but they use it sparingly 
and only spray victims when they feel threatened. 
Usually, when a skunk is alarmed, it will arch its 
back in an attempt to look larger, bare its teeth 
and snarl at the intruder. If all of these warnings 
fail and as a last resort, skunks will spray the 
smelly secretions. The fluid may cause temporary 
blindness and a burning sensation and is enough 
to teach a potential predator to never mess with a 
skunk again.

Dropping A Tail

The natural 
ability of 
lizards to 
drop and 
then regrow 
their tails is 
one of their 
most unique 
and effective 
defense mechanisms that allows them to avoid 
predators and remain alive. Once detached, the 
muscles in the tail continue contracting causing it 
to flop around which distracts the predator from 
the lizard.  Because the tail maintains the ability 
to move up to half an hour after separation, 
the lizard hopes that the predator will attack 
the wriggling tail, enabling it to make a quick 
getaway.  As the tail is used for purposes such as 
storing fat, it is an advantage for the lizard that it 
only sheds a minor portion of its tail.  Dropping the 
tail though is a last ditch effort since it causes a lot of 
stress for the lizard and regrowing it takes a whole 
lot of energy.  
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Retractable Claws

Big or small, 
terrifying or 
cuddly, all 
cats’ claws 
have a special 
feature: they’re 
retractable. 
Felines only 
have their claws 
out when they 
need to, for gripping, digging, gaining traction 
against the ground, or climbing trees. They use 
their claws to defend themselves, but while 
hunting they put their claws in their “pockets” 
so they can quietly sneak up on their prey. This 
adaptation ensures their claws are protected by 
a sheath of skin and helps protect them against 
wear and tear. Claws are like nature’s Swiss army 
knife; helping animals to survive in the wild.

Prehensile Tail

Ever need 
an extra 
hand?  Some 
animals have 
something 
almost as 
good: a tail! 
Prehensile 
tails can be 
used like a 
hand to hold 
onto objects and to help creatures find and eat 
food while in the trees.  Animals like monkeys 
have this special feature, but around here, only 
the Virginia Opossum has evolved with this “extra 
limb” which they use to grasp bundles of plants 
for nesting materials, and to wrap around tree 
limbs for balance.  Despite what cartoons show, 
opossums don’t really hang by their tails and 
although they can hang upside down for a brief 
period, their prehensile tail is not strong enough 
to support them for a long snooze.   

Squirting Blood From The Eyes

For a Coast Horned 
Lizard squirting 
jets of blood from 
their eyes is a 
distinctive survival 
strategy to drive 
off one of their 
many predators 
including coyotes, 
bobcats, hawks, 
roadrunners, and snakes.  When threatened the 
lizard can build up enough pressure to burst 
through the wall of their sinuses and force blood 
through their tear ducts to be propelled up to an 
amazing distance of six feet. The trick, however, is 
that in order to save the lizard’s life the blood must 
make direct contact with the predator’s mouth 
which for a canine (coyote) or a feline (bobcat) 
can cause paralyzing distraction. The taste of the 
blood is so disgusting that they gape their jaws, 
opening and closing their mouths repeatedly, 
drool heavily, and wipe their muzzles in the grass 
for at least 15 minutes, allowing ample time for the 
lizard to skedaddle. 

Big Ears 

Many 
animals with 
exceptional 
hearing have 
big ears. A 
serval, for 
example, can 
hear a mouse 
wiggling 
its way 
underground, 
a fox might detect insects below the surface, 
and bats, rely on sound to help navigate in the 
dark.  Oversized ears also function as a sort of 
air conditioning by releasing excess heat and 
helping the animal to stay cool.  In the case of 
elephants, their large ears serve as fans and 
make them appear bigger and more threatening 
and Mule Deer can move their huge ears 
independently and in different directions allowing 
them to survey their surroundings for sounds of 
potential danger.


