
Madagascar: Island of Lemurs  

Lesson Plan by Alison Zak 

 

Recommended grades: Kindergarten-2nd grade (can be adapted for grades 3-5 with suggested 

extensions) 

Time Needed – Preparation: 60 minutes 

Time Needed – Execution: 60 minutes 

 

Objectives: 

By the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 

• Compare and contrast characteristics of lemurs, monkeys, apes, and humans 

• Identify where lemurs live  

• Define ‘island’ and give an example 

• Explain how lemurs use their hands for basic behaviors 

• Compare the anatomy of lemur hands with humans and squirrels 

 

National Geographic Learning Framework Connections: 

This lesson encourages children to understand their own hand anatomy, and that of other animals 

better, by offering them the opportunity to experiment participating in various fine motor tasks 

with and without the use of their thumbs. They will experience 'squirrel hands' when using 

masking tape to remove the use of their thumb. They will attempt to string beads, pick up 

toothpicks one by one, build with cubes, etc. It is challenging and fun, and they will get to 

experience the world in a new way while understanding that squirrels and themselves interact 

with their habitats differently. One student said, "I like squirrel hands because you get to do 

things without your thumbs! It was crazy!" 

 

This lesson also highlights the differences in cultural perceptions about different animals 

depending on where people live. We appreciate that not everyone thinks lemurs are cute because 

people in Madagascar, for example, have encountered them moving around at night, in dark, 

dangerous forests. So, it makes sense that they might fear those animals. Although many students 

think lemurs are cute, they will understand that not everyone shares that opinion and that is OK. 

 

The thumbs vs. no-thumbs activity helps teach children to gather data about what thumbs help 

animals do, why they are useful, and what tasks are easier or more difficult with or without 

thumbs. They are encouraged to think about the activity in an experimental way by timing each 

other conducting a task first by using their thumbs and second with their thumbs taped down. 

They can compare the different times each task takes to complete to understand the benefit of 

thumbs and to think about how different animals might use their hands differently. 

 

This lesson emphasizes the fact that humans and animals, in many places around the world, share 

the same forest habitats and that we all share the same planet. Further, if we share the same 

spaces then our actions can affect other living things and vice versa. Finally, students learn that 

they can have a positive impact on the environment through actions that protect lemurs and their 

habitat. I knew that students understood this when I received their reflections about the lesson 

and the video shown at the end: "I can help stop the cutting down of trees!" and "If we save the 



trees, we can save all of us and no one would have to die since no one is chopping down trees. 

We gotta stop them from chopping down trees!" 

 

Vocabulary: 

Lemur: arboreal primate with a pointed snout and typically a long tail, found only in 

Madagascar 

Primate: mammal with flexible hands and feet, opposable first digits, good eyesight, and relative 

intelligence 

Island: land area completely surrounded by water 

Mammal: warm-blooded vertebrate distinguished by the possession of hair or fur, the secretion 

of milk by females for the nourishment of the young, and (typically) the birth of live young 

Primatologist: scientist who studies nonhuman primates 

Monkey: small to medium-sized primate that typically has a long tail, most kinds of which live 

in trees in tropical countries 

Ape: large primate that lacks a tail 

 

Materials and Preparation Needed: 

Lemur stuffed animal 

Pictures of lemurs (slideshow prepared in advance) 

Lemur paintings 

World map 

Map of Madagascar 

Large piece of butcher paper 

Finger paints (in red, green, and white) 

Scissors 

Toothpicks 

Cups 

Beads 

Shoelace/string 

Masking tape 

Smocks 

Glue 

Leapin’ Lemur cereal box (optional, as an example of how kids can help protect lemurs) 

Picture book about lemurs, like Ako the Aye-Aye by Alison Jolly 

 

Directions: 

1. Show picture of a part of an animal that lives in Madagascar. Ask: Who can guess what it is? 

(show lemur hand pic) A hand! It’s a lemur! We are going to learn about lemurs together! Ask: 

Where is Madagascar? Show a map of the world. Ask: Who knows what this piece of land 

surrounded by water is called? An island! Show picture of island. Madagascar is shaped like this. 

Show a map of Madagascar. Ask: Has anyone seen the Madagascar movies? What animals were 

in the movie? (Learners may respond with lemurs, fossa, penguins, lion, etc.) Madagascar is a 

very special island because it’s the only one in the world with lemurs living in the wild!  

 

2. Hold up the stuffed animal. Ask: What do you think of when you see my lemur friend here? A 

scientist who studies lemurs and other primates is called a primatologist. 



 

3. Ask: Who knows what a lemur is? Lemurs are primates. They are in the same family as 

monkeys, apes, and even people! There are about 100 different kind of lemurs. Some are big, 

some are small, and they can look very different from each other. Let’s see what a lemur looks 

like to see what characteristics lemurs share with other primates. What is the same? What is 

different? Show comparison graphic from Nat Geo. 

     Some discussion points (choose based on learner response): 

All primates: 

• Are mammals (have live babies, do not lay eggs, drink milk, have hair) 

• Have two eyes they use to see 

• Have hands with 4 fingers and a thumb 

• Have two ears to hear 

Lemurs are a type of primate just like us! Monkeys and apes are also primates.  

 

But, some things about lemurs are different: 

• Their noses stick out more than ours 

• Their eyes are more on the side of their head; ours are in the front, facing 

forward 

• They have tails! Do you have a tail? No! Neither do other apes like 

chimpanzees, gorillas, and orangutans 

• They use their arms AND their legs to walk and climb. 

 

4. Show the rest of pictures. Show pictures of different species and share their names and fun 

facts about the individuals. Look at picture of their hands. Show them lemur paintings and show 

pictures, explaining how keepers encouraged lemurs to paint. 

 

5. Ask: What animal lives here in the U.S. that also lives in trees and has a long tail? Squirrels! 

Ask: How do you think squirrel hands and lemur hands are different? Show the squirrel vs lemur 

picture. Ask: Do squirrels have thumbs? Technically, they do but they are so small, they 

probably aren’t as useful as lemur thumbs, which are opposable. Have everyone experiment 

with their opposable thumbs, explaining that we can touch the tips of our four other fingers with 

our thumb and have students try it. 

 

6. Ask: What do lemurs use their hands for? We are going to read a story about a special kind of 

lemur called an aye-aye. Show aye-aye picture. Ask: Do they look scary? Some people in 

Madagascar are scared of aye ayes and want to hurt them. While I read the story, pay attention 

to the behaviors of the aye-aye characters (what do they do in the story?). The title of this story 

is Ako the Aye-Aye. The author is Alison Jolly. This book is really special because the story is 

written in English, our language, and Malagasy, the language of the people of Madagascar! 

 

7. Read Ako the Aye-Aye by Alison Jolly. 

 

8. Ask: What are some aye-aye behaviors that we learned about in the book? Learner responses 

may include looking for food, snacking, tapping on tree trunk, eating fruit, eating insects, eating 

nectar, playing, sleeping, traveling through the trees, etc. 

 



9. Divide the class into two groups for centers. We are going to do some playing with our hands 

just like Ako in the book! 

 

Center 1: Animal Hand Olympics 

Students at two tables will experiment with using their hands to compete a series of tasks:  

•Counting toothpicks/beans/sequins (something small) and putting them in a cup 

•Threading beads onto a piece of string 

•Peeling masking tape off the table 

•Rubber band/peg boards 

 

Teachers/peers at this station will time students at each task. They will try each task 3 times:  

1) with normal use of their hands (like people and lemurs) 

2) without using their thumbs- can tape thumbs down with masking tape (like a squirrel) 

3) working in pairs so that each of them can use only one hand each (so they must work together) 

 

Center 2: Lemur Art Collage 

On a large piece of butcher paper, students will create a lemur collage to represent what they 

have learned. There will be lemur handprint printouts. Students can cut out a lemur handprint 

and use the paint to create their own handprint side-by-side. They can write their names near 

their handprints. Teacher(s) can ask students questions such as “What did you learn about lemurs 

today?” and “What do you like about lemurs?” and write their responses on free space on the 

collage.  

 

10. Show Envirokidz video (link in ‘Resources’ section) that was filmed at Lemur Conservation 

Foundation. Have students listen especially to what kids can do to protect lemurs.  

 

Assessment: 

Discuss the content of the video and elicit student reactions to the video. Ask: Why are lemurs 

important? Lemurs help the environment by pollinating plants and spreading seeds to keep 

forests healthy. Can you help spread the word that lemurs are important? Does anyone want to 

be a primatologist when they grow up? Discuss ways that, as a class, you can help protect lemurs 

and their forest habitat even though we’re far away from Madagascar. 

 

Modifications for use in an upper elementary class: 

• Incorporate a spatial perspective by including a map that shows the different species of 

lemurs and how they are distributed throughout the island. This addition would be 

another way to address how there are different habitats for different types of lemurs, and 

that each one has special adaptations and behaviors that are suited for where it lives. 

Students could watch video clips of how different species of lemurs travel through 

different types of habitats and then practice moving in different ways, mimicking the 

lemurs. Even within the lemur family there are significant variations in size, foraging 

strategies, activity patterns, social structure, and more! Compare, for example, mouse 

lemurs and sifakas. 

• Discuss why forests are important in general. Study North American wildlife that 

depends on forests and discuss ways to keep our forests healthy closer to home.  

 



• Students can choose their own animal to research, then use various resources to learn 

about that species’ habitat and what they need to survive. They could also pick one body 

part of other adaptation that helps that animal to survive and share the information with 

their classmates. 

• Take a field trip to visit a nature preserve to experience habitat for local animals. Students 

could go for a hike through various habitat types searching for animals and evidence of 

their presence (like tracks, scat, food remains, etc.) and record their observations in a 

nature journal. 

 

Resources:  

https://www.facebook.com/envirokidz/videos/228385737834622/UzpfSTYwNTE4OTk5MzoxM

DE1NjgxMDI0NTA0OTk5NA/ 

https://www.nationalgeographic.org/media/satellite-imagery-islands/ 

https://www.nationalgeographic.org/media/apes-and-monkeys/ 

https://www.lemurreserve.org/ako-project/ 

 
Lemur handprint for printouts 

 

https://www.facebook.com/envirokidz/videos/228385737834622/UzpfSTYwNTE4OTk5MzoxMDE1NjgxMDI0NTA0OTk5NA
https://www.facebook.com/envirokidz/videos/228385737834622/UzpfSTYwNTE4OTk5MzoxMDE1NjgxMDI0NTA0OTk5NA
https://www.facebook.com/envirokidz/videos/228385737834622/UzpfSTYwNTE4OTk5MzoxMDE1NjgxMDI0NTA0OTk5NA/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/media/satellite-imagery-islands/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/media/apes-and-monkeys/
https://www.lemurreserve.org/ako-project/


 
Lemur finger painting at the Lemur Conservation Foundation in central Florida 



 
Lemur finger painting at the Lemur Conservation Foundation in central Florida 

 



 
Painting by a lemur. Can students spot individual handprints? 



 
 


