
Lesson Plan: Elephant Senses & Survival  
(Grade 4) 
 
Grade Level: Elementary - Canadian Curriculum - Grade 4  
Subject: Science / Biology (Animal Adaptations & Ecosystems) 
Time: 60 minutes 
 
 
 
Learning Objectives: 

• Students will be able to identify key senses used by elephants. 
• Students will be able to describe how elephants respond to different stimuli in 

their environment. 
• Students will be able to explain how elephant adaptations help them survive. 
• Students will be able to connect elephant behavior to their role in their 

ecosystem. 
 

Materials: 
• Pictures/Videos of elephants in their natural habitats (various scenarios: feeding, 

social interaction, reacting to danger). 
• Whiteboard or projector. 
• Markers or pens. 
• Large paper or chart paper. 
• Optional: Sensory items (e.g., strong spices for smell, low-frequency sound 

clips). 
• Optional: Elephant-related books or articles. 

 
Procedure: 
 
1. Introduction (10 minutes): 

• Engage: Start with a captivating picture or video of elephants. Ask students: 
"What do you notice about these animals? What do you think helps them survive 
in their environment?" 

• Brainstorm: Have students brainstorm what they already know about elephants. 
List their ideas on the whiteboard. 

• Introduce Topic: Explain that today's lesson is about how elephants use their 
senses, respond to their environment, and adapt to survive. 
 

2. Sensing (15 minutes): 
• Key Senses: Introduce the key senses used by elephants:  

o Smell (Olfaction): Show pictures of elephants using their trunks to smell. 
Explain the importance of their keen sense of smell for finding food, 
water, and other elephants. 

o Hearing (Audition): Discuss how elephants use their large ears and 
infrasound to communicate over long distances. Play a low-frequency 
sound clip (if available) to demonstrate. 

o Touch (Tactile): Show pictures of elephants using their trunks for touch. 
Discuss the sensitivity of their trunks and how they use touch for 
communication and manipulation. 



o Vision: Briefly mention their vision and how it helps them detect 
movement. 

• Activity: Optional: Pass around different spices (e.g., cinnamon, cloves) for 
students to smell, relating it to the elephant's strong sense of smell. 
 

3. Responding (15 minutes): 
• Stimuli and Responses: Discuss different stimuli elephants encounter and how 

they respond:  
o Danger (Predators): Show pictures of elephants reacting to predators 

(e.g., forming a defensive circle). Discuss vocalizations they use. 
o Social Interaction: Show pictures of elephants interacting with each 

other (e.g., touching trunks, vocalizing). Explain the importance of social 
bonds. 

o Finding Food/Water: Show videos of elephants using their trunks to find 
food and dig for water. 

o Environmental Changes: Discuss how elephants migrate to find 
resources. 

• Group Activity: Divide students into small groups. Assign each group a scenario 
(e.g., "Elephants finding water," "Elephants reacting to a predator"). Have them 
draw or act out how elephants might respond in that situation. 
 

4. Adapting (10 minutes): 
• Key Adaptations: Discuss key adaptations that help elephants survive:  

o Large Size: Explain how it helps regulate temperature and deter 
predators. 

o Trunk: Discuss its versatility for feeding, drinking, and communication. 
o Large Ears: Explain how they help with hearing and cooling. 
o Social Structure: Discuss the benefits of living in herds. 

• Connect to Survival: Emphasize how these adaptations are essential for 
elephants' survival in their environment. 
 

5. Ecosystem Interdependence (5 minutes): 
• Elephant's Role: Briefly discuss how elephants play a crucial role in their 

ecosystem:  
o Seed dispersal. 
o Creating water sources. 
o Shaping landscapes. 

• Discussion: Ask students: "How do you think other animals benefit from 
elephants?" 
 

6. Conclusion (5 minutes): 
• Review: Summarize the key points about elephant senses, responses, and 

adaptations. 
• Q&A: Answer any remaining questions from students. 
• Wrap-up: Have students write a short paragraph about their favorite elephant 

sense or adaptation. 
Assessment: 

• Participation in class discussions and activities. 
• Group activity drawings/presentations. 
• Paragraph writing about elephant senses/adaptations. 



• Observation of student understanding during the lesson. 
Differentiation: 

• For struggling learners: Provide visual aids, simplified explanations, and 
hands-on activities. 

• For advanced learners: Encourage independent research, more complex 
scenarios, and creative presentations. 

•  
 
Elephant Resource to Use: 
 
Elephants possess remarkable sensory capabilities that allow them to effectively 
navigate and thrive in their environments. Here's a look at how they sense, respond, and 
adapt to stimuli, and how this relates to ecosystem interdependence:    
 
How Elephants Sense, Respond, and Adapt: 

• Sensing: 
o Olfaction (Smell):  

! Elephants have an incredibly keen sense of smell, likely the best 
of any land mammal. They use their trunks to detect scents from 
great distances, allowing them to locate water, food, and other 
elephants.    

! They also use smell to assess the reproductive status of other 
elephants and to detect potential threats. 

o Audition (Hearing):  
! Elephants can hear a wide range of sounds, including infrasound 

(low-frequency sounds below human hearing). 
! They use these low-frequency sounds to communicate over long 

distances, which is essential for maintaining social bonds and 
coordinating movements within their herds.    

! They also use hearing to detect predators and other 
environmental cues.    

o Tactile Senses (Touch):  
! Their trunks are highly sensitive and used for a variety of tactile 

functions, including manipulating objects, communicating through 
touch, and sensing vibrations in the ground.    

! They can sense seismic vibrations through their feet, which aids in 
long-distance communication and detecting approaching dangers. 

o Vision:  
! While not their primary sense, elephants do have functional vision. 

They have good peripheral vision, which helps them detect 
movement in their surroundings.    

• Responding: 
o Elephants exhibit complex behavioral responses to stimuli. For example:  

! They respond to threats by forming defensive formations and 
using vocalizations to warn others.    

! They respond to social cues by engaging in various forms of 
communication, such as vocalizations, body language, and touch. 
   

! They respond to changes in their environment by migrating to new 
areas in search of food and water.    



   
• Adapting: 

o Elephants have evolved various adaptations to survive in their 
environments. These include:  

! Their large size, which helps them regulate body temperature and 
deter predators. 

! Their trunks, which are versatile tools for feeding, drinking, and 
communication.    

! Their complex social structures, which provide support and 
protection for individuals within the herd.    

   
Sensing, Responding, and Ecosystem Interdependence: 
 

• Elephants play a crucial role in maintaining the health and balance of their 
ecosystems.    

• Seed dispersal:  
o By consuming fruits and dispersing seeds, they help to regenerate forests 

and grasslands.    
• Creating water sources:  

o They dig water holes, which provide water for other animals during dry 
periods.    

• Shaping landscapes:  
o Their feeding habits and movements can shape the structure of 

vegetation, creating habitats for other species.    
• Communication networks:  

o Their communication networks, especially the use of infrasound, allow 
them to coordinate their movements across large areas. This coordination 
impacts the distribution of their ecological influences.    

Therefore, their ability to sense and respond to environmental stimuli is essential for their 
own survival and for the well-being of the ecosystems they inhabit. 
 
 
Sources and related content: 
 
 

• Extraordinary elephant perception - PMC - 
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3986168/ 

 
 

• How good is an elephant's sense of smell? - Tsavo Trust  
 
 

• How an Elephant's Trunk Manipulates Air to Eat and Drink - Georgia Tech 
College of Engineering  

 
 
 


