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Plants & Animals

Cute and Sleepy Sloth
The definition of sloth is “idle, inert, and disinclined to labor.” But sloths, the animal, can run nearly 
as fast as a cheetah and are known for their industrious habits. Just kidding. Like their name 
implies, sloths move only when necessary—and slowly at that. Learn more about these oddly 
appealing slowpokes and take an animal sleep quiz.

Props & Preparations

 • Print some photos of sloths to present during the discussion, or 
project them as a slideshow. There are also optional videos to stream 
or download from YouTube.

 • Bring in an adorable stuffed sloth that you can drape over yourself as 
a walking advertisement for the activity.

 • Remind people about the discussion with sloth sticky notes.

 • If you adopt an endangered sloth through the World Wildlife Federation, 
you will receive a stuffed sloth, sloth gift bag, a certificate, and more.

 

Cute and Sleepy Sloth
Introduction

People have been sharing stories about the sloth ever since humans first discovered it in Central 
and South America. It was first named hay by locals due to the sound it makes, while its name in 
Portuguese is preguiça, meaning “laziness” due to its speed. In 1613, based solely on secondhand 
descriptions from sailors who had seen the creature, an English cleric gave it the name sloth as a 
more religious interpretation of the word lazy.

Although sailors did not find the animal as interesting as toothy crocodiles, fast-moving jaguars, or 
colorful macaws, sloths did make an impression. They were considered to have human faces on a 
fuzzy, slow-moving body. The squawking noise that they make sounds similar to that of a human 
infant as well.

In the 1600s, sloths were not considered cute. In fact, based 
solely on drawings by artists who had never seen them, they were 
considered rather hideous. It’s easy to see why they were sometimes 
described as “disgusting” by those that saw the drawings or heard 
about them. However, as more and more people have had the 
chance to see real sloths in photos and videos—and not the slightly 
horrifying, hand-drawn sketches that were first published—the sloth 
has come to be one of the more beloved animals on the planet. 
 

https://www.amazon.com/Wild-Republic-Hanging-Stuffed-Animals/dp/B00J68ZBWY/
https://www.amazon.com/Streamline-Sloth-Sticky-Memo-Tab/dp/B01N1ZF96I/
https://gifts.worldwildlife.org/gift-center/gifts/Species-Adoptions/Three-toed-Sloth.aspx?sc=AWY1705OQ18316A01275RX
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Activity and Discussion

 • Organize participants into pairs and distribute paper and a set of crayons or markers to one 
person on the team. They are the “artist.” Let the other person, the “explorer,” secretly look 
at a photo of an animal. The more unique the animal, the harder this is. Give each team a 
different animal. 

 • Ask the explorers to describe the animal to the artists without saying the animal’s name. 
The explorers cannot look back at the photo and must rely on their memory to describe 
the animal. The artist tries to draw the animal based on the description. When everyone is 
finished, collect the drawings and ask the group to guess what animals were drawn.

 • Is it easy or hard to draw something based on a secondhand description?

 • What value do you place on being able to see things for yourself?

Two- and Three-Toed Sloths

There are two main kinds of sloths: the two-toed and the three-toed. Although they are similar in 
appearance, they are actually from  
two separate families. The two-toed sloth has large eyes and a long, shaggy coat that looks almost 
golden in the sun and begs to be petted.

The three-toed is most closely related to the giant ground sloth, which is now extinct. One-hundred 
million years ago, sloths lived on the ground; some were the size of elephants. The three-toed 
sloth looks the most like the early drawing of the creature. It has a rounder face and short fuzzy 
hair that makes the animal look similar to a teddy bear.

Both types of sloths are related to modern-day armadillos and anteaters, and both look as though 
they have a permanent smile on their face, which may be why so many people find videos of sloths 
so calming. Smiles are contagious.

They also share a similar diet, eating leaves, twigs, and buds. Without teeth, they must be creative 
when eating, which is why people love to watch sloths eat. They “bite” their food by firmly smacking 
their lips together. One of the sloth’s favorite foods is the hibiscus flower, which leads to the vision 
of a happy-looking creature hanging from a tree, flower in mouth, gently swaying in the breeze.

Made to Hang

Some sloths evolved to live in trees, with the remaining land  
sloths became extinct around the same time humans appeared on 
Earth. While predators roam the forest floor, the sloth hangs cool, 
high above, blending into tree boughs. In addition to looking like 
hanging moss, the sloth will take on the scent of its surroundings, 
making it even more difficult for a predator to detect them. 
Researchers say that in the wild, sloths smell lovely, like the trees 
they are sleeping in.

Adding to their reputation for being lazy and slow-moving, sloths also prefer to hang upside down 
because it’s easier than using strength to be upright. But have no fear—even if they lose their grip 
for some reason, the sweet, fuzzy creature can survive long falls from trees.

https://www.google.com/search?q=photos+of+animals&newwindow=1&safe=active&rlz=1C5CHFA_enUS826US827&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwi0jsfL7c7xAhWI6Z4KHX0AAqEQ_AUoAXoECAEQAw&biw=1280&bih=664&dpr=2#imgrc=qDr0Na5BoiFRbM
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2016/02/160211140428.htm
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While it may not seem like sloths are good at much, it turns out that they are perfectly adapted to 
living a peaceful life amongst the trees. Their organs are attached to their skeletons in a way that 
hanging upside down does not damage them. Additionally, their hair also grows out differently than 
other mammals, which is another sloth-specific adaptation. Finally, their claws are incredibly long 
and used to help them hang in comfort, scoop up food, and even dig in the dirt.

One adaptive evolution may be less appealing and perhaps a little creepy. Almost all mammals, 
even the giraffe, have only seven vertebrae in their necks. The sloth, however, has nine, which 
means they can turn their heads almost a full 360 degrees. It may be a little strange to watch, 
but this adaptation is good for the sloth because it eliminates the need to move to look out for 
predators from every angle.

Endangered Species

A symbiotic relationship with an alga that lives in the sloths’ fur helps disguise sloths from predators, 
creating an illusion that makes them seem like icky, mold-covered tree branches. Unfortunately, the 
sloth’s natural protections against predators does little to save them from clear-cutting, and they 
have become endangered as humans continue to destroy their forest homes.

Other factors also make sloth life challenging. Sloths cannot see or hear well, relying more on 
smell and taste. This makes the need to move from their tree more dangerous. Three-toed sloths 
go to the bathroom on the ground about once a week in the same place. They dig a hole, cover it 
up, then go back to hanging in a tree. This is when they are extra vulnerable to predators.

Although sloths are great at lying around and can survive great heights, being a baby sloth 
can be very dangerous. These tiny creatures don’t hang directly from branches but rather from 
their mothers. If they lose their grip and fall, the impact is usually survived. However, the babies 
sometimes die because the mother doesn’t get down from the tree to retrieve them in time.  
This isn’t cruelty on the mother’s part; it is because of her low energy levels. A mother sloth may 
simply not have enough strength to make it to the forest floor and back up before a predator gets  
to them.

Watching Sloths

From modern animated films like the Ice Age, Zootopia, and The Croods, which feature endearing 
sloth, to simple YouTube videos of sloths eating and sleeping, you don’t have to look far to find 
evidence that people love to watch sloths.

In 2011, Lucy Cooke, a zoologist from Oxford University, helped Animal Planet create its beloved 
show Too Cute! Baby Sloths. Lucy has also founded the Sloth Appreciation Society and written A 
Little Book of Sloth. Why all this work for the sloth? Lucy says it comes down to the day she visited 
a sloth sanctuary and saw how cute and sweet they were in person. From then on, she felt pushed 
to educate the public and fight for the animal’s survival. She says she has tried to make sloths a 
mainstream staple of cute internet videos because the animals desperately need help. The more 
appealing the animal, the more funding it can receive. This means that every time you coo over a 
cute video, you are actually doing the sloth a favor. The more people talk about sloths, the easier it 
is to raise money to protect their homes and build sanctuaries.

 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DljStQsY80I
https://www.animalplanet.com/tv-shows/too-cute/full-episodes/baby-sloths-get-swaddled
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Discussion Questions

 • Lucy Cooke’s passion project is saving sloths by calling more public attention to them. What 
animal would you love to make sure is protected and why?

 • What do you think the best way to protect endangered animals would be? If you had your 
own charity, what steps would you want to take to protect animals?

 • What do you think makes an animal cute?

Additional Activities

1. Learn more about the sloth whisperer herself, Lucy Cooke, and her mission. 

2. Watch a compilation of baby sloth videos or funny adult sloth videos.

3. Watch actress Kristen Bell have her famous cuteness meltdown when she gets to meet a 
sloth in person for the first time and then her much more composed reaction a year later. 

Animal Sleep Quiz

Guess which of the two animals sleeps more during a 24-hour period.

1. A sloth or a cheetah?

Answer: A sloth. A sloth sleeps 14.4 hours a day, while a cheetah sleeps a little over 12 hours 
a day. 

2. A giraffe or a cow? 

Answer: A cow. Cows sleep about 3.9 hours a day; giraffes sleep only about 1.9 hours a day.

3. An adult human or a pig?

Answer: An adult human. People sleep about eight hours a day, while pigs sleep 7.8 hours a 
day. Human babies sleep as much as 16 hours a day, and older humans sleep about 5.5 hours 
each day.

4. A donkey or an armadillo?

Answer: An armadillo. Armadillos spend a little over 18 hours a day sleeping, but donkeys 
only log about three hours of sleep a day.

5. An African elephant or a guinea pig?

Answer: A guinea pig. Guinea pigs sleep about 14.4 hours a day; African elephants sleep 
only two hours a day. (Asian elephants sleep about four hours a day.)

6. A ferret or a platypus? 

Answer: A ferret. Ferrets sleep 15 hours a day. A platypus sleeps 14 hours a day.

7. A horse or a cat?

Answer: A cat. Cats sleep about 12 hours a day, while horses sleep only about three hours  
a day.

http://www.lucycooke.tv/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=80a7f6iKet4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wAr7mkuKLR0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t5jw3T3Jy70
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0xd6fOf-nv4
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8. A duck or a squirrel?

Answer: A squirrel. Squirrels sleep almost 15 hours a day; ducks sleep about 11 hours a day.

9. A python or a mouse? 

Answer: A python. Pythons sleep about 18 hours a day, and a mouse sleeps about 12 hours 
a day. 

10. A lion or a tiger?

Answer: A tiger. Tigers sleep 15.8 hours a day, while lions sleep 13.5 hours a day.
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