
                    

   October 2022 Theme: Leave the Leaves 
Youth and Children’s Education Activity 

There’s No Place Like Home 
 

Overview: The word litter has multiple meanings, 
including young animals born to a mother and trash. 
Leaf litter is a layer of matter on the ground that is 
natural and beneficial to soil health. Leaf litter provides 
a home and food for small animals!  
 
Age range: 4 to 10 years, prekindergarten to 3rd grade 
 
What children will learn: 
Leaf litter provides food and shelter for small animals. 
The small animals may be decomposers or predators. 
Leaf litter contributes to soil health.  

Materials needed: 
Trash bag or gallon baggies of leaf litter 
Plastic trays 
Trowels 
Large plastic tweezers 
Disposable table forks or cultivators 
Children’s hand lenses 
Insect guide, optional 
Group bar graph for tallying finds 
Tally chips 
Leave Leaves Alone laminated posters 

Ask: What is litter? Is litter only created by people? 
 
Explain: Today we’re going to explore leaf litter, a kind 
of litter that’s created when leaves fall to the ground.  
 
Ask: What do you think we’ll find in the leaf litter? If a 
big tree drops its leaves every fall, why don’t we see 
huge piles of leaves? What happens to the leaf litter? 
[Litter critters are animals that live in the litter.] What 
are the litter critters are doing there? [They live in the 
leaf litter – eating, pooping, and reproducing!] 

Activity: Pour out a generous quantity of 
leaf litter onto a plastic tray. Locate a leaf 
that is freshly fallen, one that is dry and 
brown, and pieces of a slimy brown rotting 
leaf. Look for nuts and seeds. Look for 
seedlings. Look for roots, look for brown 
fuzzy coating or threads (fungi). Discuss 
each and demonstrate the way in which the 
litter should be handled gently, using tools 
to protect hands and critters. 
 

Ask: Have you ever seen litter critters? How 
large were they? What color? What shape? 
Did they have legs? What did they eat? 
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Explain: Some critters are decomposers. A decomposer eats decaying material and returns it 

back to the soil. An earthworm is a decomposer. The earthworm eats decaying leaves and 

excretes nutrient rich castings. Some critters are predators. A predator hunts other animals, 

called prey, for food. A rove beetle is a predator. It eats aphids and slugs. 

Demonstrate: Look closely for movement in the litter. Use a fork, tweezers, or a trowel to 

gently move a critter to one side and demonstrate how to examine it with a hand lens. 

Activity: Give each participant a portion of leaf litter in a plastic tray. Distribute tools. Instruct 

the participants to carefully examine their leaf litter and for critters.  As each critter is found, 

place a tally chip on the group bar graph to indicate the type of critter. Allow sufficient time for 

exploration and discovery. When finished, collect the tools and trays.  

Ask: How many critters did we find? Was it easy to find them? Where did we find the most 

critters? What was different about that part of the litter? [It was moist.] Are these litter critters 

decomposers or are they predators? How are decomposers and predators related? Are our 

yards and parks good homes for litter critters? Why? Why not? Where would you look for more 

litter critters? Why is it important to have leaf litter in a habitat? 

Explain: [Read “Litter Critters” by Leslie Bulion.] Many of us prefer to have tidy outdoor spaces. 

We clean up leaves that fall to the ground. We can have neat yards and rake leaves into garden 

beds or spaces underneath trees where they can remain as homes for decomposers and 

predators. As we learn more about how to use good gardening practices, let’s teach others. 

There is an exciting world of litter critters that contribute to the health of our natural world! 

 

Notes and References: 

Encourage children to use tools when handling 

leaf litter and critters. While most litter critters 

are benign, some might sting or bite.            

Urge children to return leaf litter to the site 

from which it came to protect litter dwellers.  

Leave the Leaves: There’s No Place Like Home 

was adapted from Litter Critters (birdweb.org), 

from Seattle Audubon Society.  

The poem “Litter Critters” was written by Leslie 

Bulion and published in Leaf Litter Critters 

(Atlanta: Peachtree Publishers, 2018).  

 

 

 

https://birdweb.org/sas/Portals/0/Education/Finding_Urban_Nature/2%20Litter%20Critters.pdf

