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Educator’s Background Information
All living things are categorized and identified in a
classification system. The classification system groups
living things into a specific kingdom, phylum, class, order,
family, genus, and species according to their common
characteristics. Moving from kingdom to species, there
are less animals and more specific and shared
characteristics. Some common characteristics used to
classify living things are: reproduction, number of legs,
respiration, size, body segments, movement, body
covering, shape, and how they obtain and eat food. 
The purpose of the classification system is to create an
organized way for people to understand living things. 

The first classification category, the kingdom, is the broadest
of all classification categories. For lions and cheetahs, we will
be focusing on the animal kingdom. Animals are a group of
organisms that are capable of movement, feed on other
organisms, and have the ability to sense their environment.
To further categorize animals in the animal kingdom they are
classified into two major categories, or phyla, based on the
type of skeleton they possess: invertebrates and vertebrates.
If an animal has a backbone it is grouped as a vertebrate. If
the animal does not have a backbone then it is grouped as an
invertebrate. Since both lions and cheetahs have a backbone,
they are both vertebrates. 

Once an animal has been classified into a phylum, they are
then categorized further into another broad category called 
a class. Vertebrates are divided into five classes: mammals,
birds, reptiles, amphibians, and fish. Considering the
characteristics of lions and cheetahs, they would be 
included in the mammal class.

At this point, the classification system begins to narrow to
more specific groups and species of animals that are familiar.
African cats are classified in the order called Carnivora, 
which means that all animals in this category eat meat.
African cats are further classified into the family called
Felidae, which means that animals in this level are all cats
and share common physical and behavioral characteristics
such as claws, sharp teeth, tails, rest a large portion of the
day, quick speed, and vocalizations. 

Even though all African cats are similar and share many
physical and behavioral characteristics, they are each unique
in different ways, which leads us to our final classification
categories – genus and species. Here are a few genus and
species names for African cats.

In the list of the cats above, note that some have the same
genus name, which means that those cats have more traits 
in common. For example, Panthera includes both lions and
leopards, so they are more closely related to each other than
to the other cats.

1.Genus species: Acinonyx jubatu
a. Cheetah

2.Genus species: Panthera pardus orientalis
a. Leopard

3.Genus species: Panthera leo
a. Lion

4.Genus species: Caracal caracal
a. Caracal

5. Genus species: Leptailurus serval
a. Serval
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African Cat Classification cont’d

Comparing Africa’s Cats
Lions and cheetahs share their home with other cat species. Each has their own special adaptations and characteristics. 

LEOPARD
• Powerful and graceful, the elusive leopard is a master of stealth and survival. By far the
strongest climber of Africa’s big cats, it can haul prey twice its own body weight up into 
a tree where it can feast without disturbance from other predators. 

• Solitary nighttime hunters, they are difficult to see even during the day thanks to their
tawny coat covered with dark, irregular circles called “rosettes” that provide excellent
camouflage amongst the trees. 

CARACAL
• Named after the Turkish word for “black-eared,” this handsome small cat has dense short
reddish-brown fur and as the name states, long, narrow, black-tipped ears. Its body is long
and slender, with long legs and a tapering tail.

• Sometimes called a desert lynx or African lynx, experts disagree on whether or not a
caracal is truly a lynx. It is found mainly in dry savanna and scrub but avoids sandy deserts.

• The caracal is skilled at jumping and climbing. It’s an agile hunter that captures 
its prey by stalking and leaping after small mammals, rodents, and even 
low-flying birds!

SERVAL
• This small to medium sized cat has a slender build with back legs that are longer than its
front legs. Its coat is yellowish tan with black spots, bands, and stripes. Like a zebra’s
stripes, the pattern of every serval’s coat is different. With its small head, large erect
rounded ears, and long neck, it bears some resemblance to the cheetah.

• Elusive and shy, servals are for the most part night-time hunters, hunting by sight and
sound. They have an excellent sense of hearing and can even target prey that is moving
underground. Once it hears its prey, the serval quietly approaches and then pounces. 

• The fur trade continues to be a threat to servals and many other small wild cats. 
To make just one coat from these cats requires a very large number of skins, 
due to the intricate process of matching spots, stripes, and bars.
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DESCRIPTION
This activity will introduce students to the countries where lions and cheetahs live. Students
will use their independent research skills to create a list of countries where lions and
cheetahs are currently found. Then, using a map of the African continent, students will color
in the countries where lions and cheetahs live. Students will discover that lions and cheetahs
are currently found in about two-thirds of African countries.

OBJECTIVES
Through participation in this activity students will:
• Conduct their own research to identify and explain why lions and cheetahs live in certain

countries and not in others.
• Color a range map to indicate the countries where lions and cheetahs are found.
• Compare two countries where lions live versus two countries where cheetahs live. 

How are the countries the same and/or how are they different? 

POSITIVE ACTIONS TO HELP AFRICAN CATS
See Disneynature’s AFRICAN CATS film to witness the amazing world of lions and cheetahs
and learn more about the African savanna.

MATERIALS
• Computer or library for

researching where lions 
and cheetahs live

• Worksheet #5: Where do 
lions and cheetahs live?
– Africa map

• Two different colored 
pencils (red and blue) for 
each student

SET UP
• Make copies of the Where 
do lions and cheetahs live?
worksheet for the class

• Power on a classroom
computer or reserve a 
computer lab to allow 
students to conduct their 
own research
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Procedures
1. Review the background information with your students.
Discuss with students what characteristics make up a
country and how they differ from continents or states or
cities. There are many definitions, but a country can be
defined as a geographical region with a government and
political borders. Ask students for some examples of
African countries. 

2. Teach students that in most cases, countries make up
continents. For example, the United States, Canada, and
Mexico make up the continent of North America. Explain
that on the African continent, there are 53 different
countries! These countries are very different and made up
of many people, cultures, languages, and habitats. African
cats like lions and cheetahs are only found in some of
these countries.

3. Explain to the class that for this activity, they will be doing
their own research. Have students compile a list of the
countries in which lions and cheetahs are found. The
following websites may be helpful if students are having
difficulty:

• Cincinnati Zoo’s A Voice for the Cheetah Guide:
http://www.cincinnatizoo.org/discovery/schools/documents
/CheetahGuide_K-6.pdf

• A Library of the World’s Animals Lion distribution map:
http://www.learnanimals.com/lion/lion-distribution.php

4. Distribute the “Where do lions and cheetahs live?”
worksheets and two colored pencils (one red and one
blue) to each student.

5. Review the instructions on the worksheets with the class.
Using their list of countries, students should color in the
countries where lions and cheetahs are found. After
students have completed the activity, review their
worksheets (using the answer key provided) to see if they
have correctly colored in the ranges for lions and cheetahs.

Wrap-up
Discuss findings with the class using the questions below:

• Based on the map you have colored, name at least two
countries where cheetahs are found and two countries
where lions are found. See the answer key for a complete
list of countries.

WHERE DO LIONS AND CHEETAHS LIVE?
Grade: 4–6 | Length of Activity: 1 hour | Subjects: Geography, Science | Staff: One teacher or volunteer
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• Compare the list of countries where lions and cheetahs 
are found to the number of countries in Africa. What do
you notice about the range of lions and cheetahs? Lions
and cheetahs are found in about two-thirds of the
countries in Africa. 

• Describe the similarities and differences between the list of
countries where lions are found and the list of countries
where cheetahs are found. The majority of countries 
are home to both lions and cheetahs. However, lions 
are found in more countries than cheetahs. There are 
also some countries where only one of the two cat 
species is found.

• Predict why there are some countries that do not have lions
or cheetahs. Lions are not typically found in countries with
thick tropical rainforests or extensive deserts. Cheetahs 
can live in desert habitats, but they are very sensitive to
changes. Both of these African cats have also disappeared
from countries due to conflicts with people.

• Based on the map of countries you have colored, which
species seems to be at a greater risk? Explain why you think
this. Students should conclude that there are more areas
where lions are found and fewer areas where cheetahs 
are found. This could put cheetahs at a greater risk,
because they have less space to occupy and potentially
fewer resources.

Lions and cheetahs are currently found in about two-thirds 
of African countries.

Social Studies Extension
The Disneynature film AFRICAN CATS takes place in Kenya.
People play an important part in conserving wildlife.
Encourage the class to research more about Kenyan children
who are the same age as them. Have students work in small
groups to create a poster answering some of the following
questions: 

• What kind of musical instruments do the children 
of Kenya play? 

• What kind of music do they listen to? 

• What do their schools look like?

• What games do they play? 

• What kind of clothing do they wear? 

• What languages do they speak? 

• What kind of food do they eat? 

• How do they feel about living near lions and cheetahs? 

Here are some helpful websites to direct students in 
their research:

• Official tourism website operated by the Kenya Tourist
Board:
http://www.magicalkenya.com/

• National Geographic Kids information on the people and
places of Kenya:
http://kids.nationalgeographic.com/kids/places/find/kenya/

• Information on Kenya written in a child-friendly style:
http://www.kids-4-kenya.org/learn-about-kenya/history-of-
kenya.cfm

• Interview with a middle school student from 
Nairobi, Kenya:
http://www.timeforkids.com/TFK/teachers/aw/wr/article/
0,28138,643794,00.html

• Spoken words in Swahili:
http://www.timeforkids.com/TFK/teachers/aw/wr/article/0,28138
,644020,00.html

• Kenyan recipes:
http://www.whats4eats.com/africa/kenya-cuisine
http://www.kids-4-kenya.org/recipes/index.cfm

• Kenyan music playlist:
http://worldmusic.about.com/od/venues/tp/KenyaMusicPlaylist.htm

To create a deeper connection with Kenyan culture, help
students make their own instruments using craft supplies,
play African music in the classroom, bring in African food to
taste, and have students listen to and practice speaking the
Swahili language.

Evaluation
• To evaluate student comprehension, have students correctly
answer the corresponding questions from the set of Big
Ideas for Big Cats cards.
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worksheet 5

The world of African cats and their neighbors is
truly amazing. Share what you’ve learned about

them with your friends and family.

Ask your teacher for some cool websites to learn
more about African wildlife and wild places. 

AFRICA
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ANSWER KEY
Use the list of countries below to help students when coloring their Africa map.

Color the countries where lions live in blue.

Angola 
Benin 
Botswana 
Burkina Faso 
Burundi 
Cameroon 
Central African Republic 
Chad 
Congo 
Democratic Republic of Congo  
Ethiopia 
Gambia 
Ghana 
Guinea 
Kenya 
Malawi 

Mali 
Mozambique 
Namibia 
Niger 
Nigeria 
Senegal 
Somalia 
South Africa 
Sudan 
Swaziland 
Rwanda 
Tanzania 
Togo 
Uganda 
Zambia 
Zimbabwe 

Color the countries where cheetahs live in red.

Algeria 
Angola 
Benin 
Botswana 
Burkina Faso 
Cameroon 
Central African Republic 
Chad 
Democratic Republic of Congo  
Ethiopia 
Kenya 
Malawi 

Mali 
Mauritania 
Mozambique 
Namibia 
Niger 
Somalia 
South Africa 
Sudan 
Tanzania 
Uganda 
Zambia 
Zimbabwe 

Witness the amazing world of African cats and their neighbors! See Disneynature’s new film AFRICAN CATS in theaters. 
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