
Outdoor Learning @ Seven Lochs

Water Vole Survey



Introduction

The Seven Lochs area has a unique and nationally important population of water 

voles. Looking for water voles is a great way for children to get up close to nature. It 

gets them out in the fresh air, encourages them to use their observation skills, and it 

gives them a chance to get hands-on with wildlife.  Mapping the signs you find will 

give children skills in identification, numeracy, speech, language and communication.

It provides a brilliant opportunity for children to learn what habitats are and the 

various factors needed for creatures to stay alive. Whilst searching for the water 

voles you can discuss why they live here, why they are protected, and whether they 

need to hide from any predators. You can look at what water voles eat and how they 

dig burrows for shelter. It also offers an opportunity to learn about food chains and 

food webs as well as learning about how animals are classified into groups.
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Curriculum links
Curriculum Area First Stage Second Stage

Science I can distinguish between living and non-living 

things. I can sort living things into groups and 

explain my decisions.

SCN 1-01a

I can identify and classify examples of living 

things, past and present, to help me appreciate 

their diversity. I can relate physical and 

behavioural characteristics to their survival or 

extinction.

SCN 2-01a

Science I can explore examples of food chains and show 

an appreciation of how animals and plants 

depend on each other for food.

SCN 1-02a

I can use my knowledge of the interactions and 

energy flow between plants and animals in 

ecosystems, food chains and webs. I have 

contributed to the design or conservation of a 

wildlife area.

SCN 2-02a

Numeracy I have used a range of ways to collect 

information and can sort it in a logical, organised 

and imaginative way using my own and others’ 

criteria.

MNU 1-20b

I have carried out investigations and surveys, 

devising and using a variety of methods to 

gather information and have worked with others 

to collate, organise and communicate the results 

in an appropriate way.

MNU 2-20b

Literacy I can present my writing in a way that will make 

it legible and attractive for my reader, combining 

words, images and other features.

LIT 1-24a

I consider the impact that layout and 

presentation will have and can combine 

lettering, graphics and other features to 

engage my reader.

LIT 2-24a



Water vole survey – leader instructions
• First discuss the signs you are looking for. Agree where each group will carry 

out their survey and ask them mark their area on the map (thy might need 

some help with this).

• Working in groups of max 5 spread out in the area to be surveyed, making 

sure that staff can still keep an eye on them and help if needed. One adult 

helping 2 groups with their survey is ideal. 

• Ask the children to develop a key for the different water vole signs and record 

the number of signs they find, and where they find them. Allow 20 to 30 mins 

for the survey.

• Bring the group together to talk about what they have found. If you have time 

each group could lead a tour of their survey area to show what they have 

found.

• What are the most common signs? Where were the most sign found? Where 

were there no signs and why? What could be changed to make the are better 

for water voles?

• Wash hands with soapy water, and clean and dry the tarpaulins.

What you will need

Prep time: 10 mins

Activity Time: 30 – 45 mins

Clearing up: 5 mins

Equipment:

• Map of the survey area

• Clipboards

• Coloured pencils

• Water vole signs identification 

sheet

The best time of year to carry out a 

water vole survey is from March to 

May, or September / October. This 

is when the grass is not so long, 

which makes it easier to see their 

signs.



Can you find these signs?

✓ Water voles are small furry 

animals that are dark brown or 

black. They have a blunt nose, 

small ears and a furry tail that is 

shorter than their body.

Water vole survey worksheet

How to survey for water voles

✓ Decide on your survey area and mark it on your map

✓ Water voles like to live in areas with lots of long grass. Can you see 

any good places to look for water vole signs?

✓ Walk slowly around your survey area looking carefully for signs of 

water voles. Use the pictures on the worksheet to help you.

✓ Mark the signs you have found an your map, and count how many 

different signs you find.

✓ Be careful not to disturb the water voles. Please don’t step on their 

burrows and vole-hills.



Water vole survey – before and after 

activities

Before a water vole survey you could:

• Learn about why the Seven Lochs area is good for water 

voles, and why they are protected by law.

• Learn about survey techniques and how to map and 

record what you find.

When you come back you could:

• People often mistake water voles for rats. Make posters 

to help people tell the difference, and explaining why 

they are special.

• Carry out a nature survey in your school grounds. What 

plants and animals live there? Are there any that you 
could help by providing more habitat?

Health and safety hints and tips
• Uneven ground – warn about slips, trips and falls

• Litter / dog fouling – check for cleanliness before activity, 

and clear or avoid any hazards

• Hazardous plants – check for stinging and thorny plants 

before the activity and show pupils areas to be avoided

• Public spaces – work away from busy paths and keep 

paths clear of equipment

• Weather conditions – check weather for suitability, and 

make sure pupil’s clothing and footwear matches 

weather conditions

• Bites and stings – look out for insect nests and avoid. 

Advise that long sleeves / trousers are best. Provide 

pupils and parents with information about ticks in spring 

and summer.

• Always have a first aider and first aid kit on site

www.sevenlochs.org


