
Scent Station Field Study 
 

This field trip is one of the most flexible in the course. It can be done at any time of the year. I 

recommend two days of field work and one class of analysis. 

 

Scent stations are simply some fixed bait or lure along with some kind of animal detection 

system. The simplest scent station is a can of sardines staked in the center of a small circle of 

sand. The sardines lures in carnivores and their tracks are left in the sand. 

 

 

Procedure 
This lesson is designed using the normal sand-and-bait scent station. Playground sand can be 

purchased from a hardware/supply store in 50lbs bags. Fine sand such as playground sand is 

needed because the details of the tracks need to be preserved. At the same store you can usually 

find 10" metal spikes (just big nails). Clear the leaf litter away from the ground, pour out the 

sand into an even circle about 2" deep, and stake a can of sardines into the center of the circle. 

You can also moisten the sand with a backpack sprayer; tracks tend to show up better if the sand 

is a little wet.  Sand should be smoothed as much as possible before you leave. 

 

For the class, some of the scent stations should be set up prior to the trip so that you have two 

days of data collection. The students should also get a chance to set up their own. The easiest 

way to arrange your stations is along a straight transect along a trail. They should still be out of 

sight from the trail or you will get people and their dogs messing with them. You should use at 

least 5 stations. 

 

Students can be taught quite quickly the differences between the common tracks they are likely 

to see. A field guide of wildlife tracks is necessary. The teacher should practice on their own 

beforehand. Common species you will catch are: dogs, cats, raccoons, skunks, squirrels, and 

opossum. You may also get foxes, deer, and turkeys (and small birds). Out of those, foxes and 

cats may be confused, but all the others are quite distinctive. 

 

Stations can be monitored for the entirety of the class if you wish. Bait and stakes usually need to 

be replaced weekly and sand might have to be replenished after a month or two. 

 

Left: smoothing the sand and removing debris; Right: sardine can staked in the center of the 

sand 



Analysis 
This field trip is very simple and students can take an active role in interpreting the data. The 

analysis should be framed in terms of the lesson that they received on richness, abundance, and 

diversity. The students should be asked what information they can get from these data. (Basically 

they can only measure richness with this method). There are other biases in this method in terms 

of what species they will catch. The focus of the analysis should start with figuring out richness 

and then move on to the limitations of this method and how they might improve it (they may 

think of hair collection or cameras on their own). Articles describing the modern uses of cameras 

and hair traps (CMR via stripes/spots and DNA sampling) can be read and summarized for 

homework. 

 

If you are able to use >10 stations (which requires quite a lot of prep work and hiking), you can 

test richness along some gradient. If your stations are set up every 100/200/500m along a 

transect, some examples of testable gradients are how richness changes as you move away from 

the road or more public areas of the park; or from a wetland, lake, or pond; or a garbage dump. 

Statistically, you should have multiple transects in multiple parks to ensure that the differences 

you observe are reasonably attributable to the gradient you are interested in. But this may be 

difficult within the given time. 

 

Another option that I highly recommend is to add to the class field guide.  Details for this can be 

found in the songbird field trip and habitat lessons instructions; in this case, the class can add a 

“Mammals” section complete with pictures of the species’ tracks as well as the species. 

 
Variations 
Other options include bait underneath infrared-triggered cameras, track tubes, or hair traps.  

 

Track tubes are very simple ways of surveying for small mammals.  They are basically a tube 

(square or hexagonal) of PVC or wood.  The bottom is lined with contact paper, usually wrapped 

around a metal plate so you can easily remove it.  On each end a piece of felt saturated with a 

charcoal/mineral oil mixture (non-toxic ink) is attached.  Some kind of bait should be placed in 

the middle.  The animals walk in, step on the ink pad, and leave their footprints on the contact 

paper.  Students can try to identify the tracks and get richness and relative abundance.  

 

The drawback of a track tube is that you can only get smaller animals and these are often hard 

to ID…eg, chipmunk and squirrel are very hard to tell apart. 

 

Hair traps are usually made either with two large pieces of wood attached together to form a 

"V". The V is placed on its side so the wood forms walls. On the side of the walls (not on the 

ground!) are placed glue mouse traps. The bait or scent is put way down in the corner of the V. 

Animals walk into the V and some hair gets stuck on the glue traps. 

 

The second way to do hair traps is to put a large stake in the ground and attach fly paper or 

double sided tape.  Spray fish oil on the stake (though not on the tape) so that an animal will 

sniff the stake and hopefully some hair will get caught on the tape.  Never bait the tape directly. 

 



You can also try very rough carpet fragments or velcro to catch hair.  Attach them just where 

you would put the glue traps.  They have less ability to grab hair but you can bait them and the 

animal’s tongue will not get stuck.  

 

Hair traps require the identification of hair samples which is much harder than tracks. That 

said, sand is often a bad track preservative. You may get good results in your class if you find an 

easy-to-use dichotomous key for hair. 

 

If you have the means to get camera traps, I recommend it highly. Reconyx makes a good camera 

with low-light capabilities with a sturdy case that can be secured with bike locks.  Even using 

one camera will be a great experience for the class. 

 


