
Elephant 
Teeth

Grades: K-5

Subject: Anatomy        

Materials: Rough Outdoor Surface   
        (brick, concrete, pavement, etc.)
              Sandpaper

NGSS:
3-LS3-2: Hereditary: Inheritance and 
Variation of traits

Background
The majority of mammals are herbivores, eating grasses, leaves, and 
plants. These foods are mostly fiber and water, and are low in nutrients. 
In order to get the nutrients they need to survive, herbivores have to eat 
for up to 20 hours a day. Even then, some resort to vomiting up food and 
re-eating it, or re-eating their waste to extract any nutrients they missed 
the first time!

Eating can be very hard on the teeth. Herbivores—like Asian elephants, 
who spend 16 hours eating each day—grind their teeth to break down 
their food. How do you think this affects their teeth and their health?

Activity
1. Review the above background as a 
class.

2. Using the sandpaper, have each 
student rub the surface they have 
available to them, whether that be a 
brick or their driveway, for a minute. 
Ask them what they see. Students can 
bring a rock from outdoors inside to 
complete this activity if this needs to 
be an indoor activity. 

3. Have the class prepare for the 
discussion below.
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Explore w hat it means 

to be all grow
n up! 

All newborn mammals—whether they have hooves,  

flippers, claws, or wings—rely on mother’s milk to help them grow.  

In order to survive, every cub, calf, and kit must eventually figure out how 

to find their own food. From bats learning how to fly to elephants gaining 

control of their trunks, animal families help their young develop the tools they 

need to hunt, forage, or scavenge. Open this book to explore the incredible 

variety of skills baby mammals must learn in order to survive and thrive. 

“There is something fascinating about youngsters of all our 

mammal relatives. Whether you read this to your child, or they 

read it themselves, it will provide nicely illustrated, scientifically 

accurate, but easily absorbed stories about familiar animals.”

—Don E. Wilson, Curator of Mammals Emeritus,                                               

National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution

“This beautifully illustrated book allows children to explore interesting 

facts about the nurturing behaviors and instincts of mammals. It gives 

children an appreciation for the importance of nurturing while promoting 

scientific inquiry, mathematical challenges, and engineering practices.”

—Alma Miller, STEM Education Consultant,

Presidential Awardee for Excellence in Science Teaching, 

and NSTA Coordinator for the District of Columbia

T
his Is H

ow
 I G

row

M
ichels/D

avies

Ages 7–10 • $12.95

Teacher's Guide available

ISBN 13: 978-1-938492-08-2

ISBN 10: 1-938492-08-0

This activity is exerpted from the Teacher’s Guide to:

This Is How I Grow
Hardback: 978-1-938492-10-5
Paperback: 978-1-938492-08-2

eBook: 978-1-938492-09-9
 

Así Crezco 
Paperback: 978-1-938492-27-3

eBook: 978-1-938492-28-0

Feedback Welcome.
Please send to Info@ScienceNaturally.com

Discussion
As students rub the sandpaper on the brick, they will see dust in the air. 
This is what happens to the Asian elephants’ teeth with every meal! Can 
you imagine what would happen to the brick if you rubbed sandpaper 
on it for 16 hours every day? After ten years of constant grinding and 
wearing away, elephants will grind their teeth until there is nothing left. 
Fortunately, in elephants, this triggers a new set of teeth to come in. 
Their full set of teeth will grow back six times, but after the sixth set, no 
more will grow.

Ask your students the following questions: What do you think will 
happen when the elephants no longer have teeth? How are teeth 
connected to survival? How many sets of teeth do humans have? What 
do you do to take care of your teeth? Based on this activity, what do you 
think a giraffe’s teeth are like? What about a cougar’s teeth?

Download the complete Teacher’s Guide 
and more free education resources at 
ScienceNaturally.com.


