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The Common Core State Standards Initiative, an attempt to set national curriculum that 

would bridge standards cross the states, was recently released by the National 

Governors Association and the Council of Chief State Officers. Both organizations 

would be happy to find Animal Atlas playing on a family‟s television set.  Many of the 

goals for students in the targeted ages of 13-16 are underpinnings for this series, which 

delivers content as an entertaining, humorous, and fascinating look at the animal 

kingdom.   

 

Family Matters, like all the reviewed Animal Atlas episodes, matches the pace and 

attention style of its target audience. More than 23 examples of cats are shown in little 

more than a minute of as the narrator runs through the characteristics of the animal family 
Felidae (cats).  More than 21 different members of the dog family, Canidae, grab viewers 

in the same period of time. It is just enough time to get pulled into the topic. The episode 

goes on to do an excellent job of unveiling taxonomic animal families with a vibrant 

blend of animal faces, unusual physical characteristics, and diet. The episode gives the 

view much more than the familiar lions, tigers, pandas and giraffes. There are rock 

hyraxes, Maine wolves, okapi, spectacle bears, unusual foxes, red pandas, babyrousas, 

and thumb-sized bats. These are not just fascinating animal faces: there is content here. 

Contrasting the characteristics of dog and cat families is done with visual punch, 

appropriate terminology, and surprising revelations. For example, the link between form 

and function in the biological life of these animal families is done with humor, clever 

visuals, and a sense of whimsical awe.  The narrator, Eric Schwartz, does a tremendous 

job maintaining a tone of total fun.  But beneath it all is age-appropriate vocabulary 

building with terms like digitigrades, carniform carnivores, hominids, and many others 

engagingly explained in the simple way that only great images can do. Each revelation 

builds upon the last, and the viewer is pulled along with the strategy of a successful video 

game. 

 

The After the Dinosaurs episode confirms the tone and pace of the series. It is built 

around the fascinating revelation that all animals today had „family‟ancestors that co-

existed with dinosaurs—people, no, but mammals yes. Brought in as evidence are 



Komodo dragons, emus, gavials, naked moles, tamarins, and many more fascinating 

faces.  The use of split screen is both clever and convincing when the series makes its 

points.  The nicely done matching of animal shots makes comparisons simple—and 

dramatic. The framing of the cassowary as a dinosaur descendent is wonderful piece of 

eye and mind candy---and a perfect example of how Animal Atlas is both entertaining 

and educational.  It makes masterful use of the narration and the visual.  Along the way, 

as the episode makes its points, we learn the number of bird species (10,000+), mammal 

species (4,000+), the largest North American mammal (bison), and the importance of 

going beyond looks in placing animals in the right family (e.g., pinnipeds).  The series, 
for all its great visuals, makes it clear that what a viewer sees in the animal world must be 

compared and contrasted to find a deeper level of fascination and fun.  Learning along the 

way is inescapable. 

 

Finally, there are two common series elements that have been established as favorites. 

The interstitial quizzes build critical thinking, not simple recall.  And they keep you there 

during breaks. Last in each episode are cleverly engineered “out takes” from the animal 

footage.  They are fast and laugh-out-loud funny.  Animal Atlas retains its remarkable 

ability to entertain without condescension.  

 

Summary: 

 

Target audience for tone, program content, and learning concepts:    

 Middle and high school (ages 13-16) 
 

General Category of Learning:  

 Life Sciences 

 Biological sciences 

 Thinking skills 

 

Content Standards Applicable in the Animal Atlas series: 

 
Content standards were pulled from the Common Core State Standards Initiative for English 

Language Arts & Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and technical Subjects 

(http://www.corestandards.org/), published in June 2010 by the National Governors Association 

and the Council of Chief State School Officers. 

 

Reading Standards for Literacy in Science and Technical Subjects 6–12 (condensed) 

 

Key Ideas and Details> Determine the central ideas or conclusions; provide an accurate 

summary distinct from prior knowledge or opinions. Grades 6-8 

 

Key Ideas and Details> Cite evidence to support analysis of science explanations> Determine the 

central ideas or conclusions; summarize complex concepts, processes, or information presented 

by paraphrasing them in simpler but still accurate terms. 

Grades 9-10, 11-12 

 

Craft and Structure> Determine the meaning of symbols, key terms, and other domain-specific 

words and phrases as they are used in a specific scientific or technical context. Grades 9-10 

http://www.corestandards.org/


 

Craft and Structure > Analyze how the text structures information or ideas into categories or 

hierarchies, demonstrating understanding of the information or ideas. Grades 11-12 

 

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas> Translate quantitative or technical information expressed 

in words into visual form Grades 9-10 

 

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas> Distinguish among facts, reasoned judgment based on 

research findings, and speculation. Grades 6-8 

 

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas> Compare and contrast the information gained from 

experiments, simulations, video, or multimedia sources with that gained from reading a text on 

the same topic. Grades 6-8 
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