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1. Term 4 Teacher’s notes BBC Breathing Places Schools

Welcome to the BBC Breathing Places Schools homes for
wildlife activity. This is the Do One Thing activity for the
spring term of 2009, and is the next step in creating a
Breathing Place in your school.

Why create a special home
for wildlife?
This term’s Do One Thing activity is to build a
Wildlife Wall, which is a good way to provide
shelter for local wildlife and help with some
wider needs. Everything that wildlife require
to survive must be found within their home
range or territory – the area of land or water
within which they live. A home consists of
several elements, including shelter, a place 
to rest and sleep, access to food, water,
possibly nesting materials and somewhere 
to raise young.

Before you create your Wildlife Wall,
encourage pupils to think about what wildlife
might need to survive and how they might
help to provide this. To make it easier for
them to relate to these requirements, it may
help to ask them to think about what they
need within their own home range and to
consider whether wildlife need the same sorts
of things.

What do I do first?

Creating a Wildlife Wall is a simple way to
make a sheltered home for a diverse range 
of wildlife. It will increase the number of
roosting, nesting or living spaces for wildlife
such as birds, spiders, snails, butterflies,
caterpillars and many other minibeasts. 
By building a Wildlife Wall, your school will
provide one important element of homes for
wildlife, but food, water and nesting materials
need to be available as well. If your school has
taken part in our past Breathing Places
Schools activities, you may have already
provided some of these resources. All the
previous Do One Thing term activities can be
downloaded from:
bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces/schools

A Wildlife Wall can be described simply as a
structure to support climbing plants. Locating
the support, and therefore the plants, a small
distance away from a wall or fence provides a
valuable enclosed area for wildlife.
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Side view

Wooden trellis

Wall-/fence-mounted beams

Side view

Wooden trellis

Wooden planks resting
against a wall or fence

Upright posts in
support containers

Side viewWall-/fence-mounted beams

Wire or twine

Step 1 – Identify your
Wildlife Wall location
First of all, choose a wall or fence panel that
has as southerly an aspect as possible so your
Wildlife Wall gets lots of sun. It needs to be
relatively undisturbed, so it’s best to keep
away from play areas. Check the available
area will allow for a trellis, which should be
1.5–2m high and 0.6–2m wide. The children
can take part in this planning and design
process. When you have identified the best
location, you can then decide on the best
structure to support your climbing plants.

Step 2 – Pick a design

There are two basic designs of structure 
to support plants for a Wildlife Wall: free-
standing and wall-/fence-mounted. 
The more secure is the wall-mounted
solution. Below are illustrations of some
possible designs of both types but there is
plenty of scope for your own creativity, using
recycled wood or other readily available
materials, such as garden canes.

Wall-/fence-mounted plant supports

Free-standing plant supports
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Trellis

Nail locations

Support post

Horizontal plank

Step 3 – How to create 
the structure
Here’s a list of materials you’ll need:

– Trellis: a section of garden trellis, about
1.5–2m high by 0.6–2m wide, or you could
use wire or strong twine to provide a
climbing path for your plants.

– Plant containers: to grow plants in, if your
wall is not located over a soil area.

– Garden canes: to make sure your plants
grow up your trellis.

– Plants: climbing plants or shrubs that can 
be wall-trained – see ‘Top tips for wildlife
homes’ on pages 5 and 6 for suggestions.

And for a mounted design you’ll also need:

– Support beams: two lengths of timber
10–15cm wide by 5–7.5cm deep, and a
length to match the width of your trellis.

– Nails: galvanised nails for mounting the
trellis onto the support beams.

– Brackets: to mount the support beams 
to the wall or fence – angle brackets in
galvanised steel with masonry nails or
screws would be ideal.

Or for a free-standing design:

– Support posts: two pieces of timber 
about 2m high with a cross section of 
about 5cm x 5cm.

– Horizontal platforms: two pieces of timber
with a section of 10–15cm by 2–2.5cm and 
a length to match the width of your trellis.

– Brackets: to mount the horizontal platforms
to the support posts – angle brackets in
galvanised steel with masonry nails or
screws would be ideal.

– Optional support containers: if the posts
cannot be sunk into the ground, you will
need two containers about 20cm deep 
and some stones and sand for filling.

Trellis is available from garden centres or you
can make your own structure for the plant to
climb. Recycling old wood is a cheap and
sustainable option.

You’ll need some tools to complete the
assembly, including a hammer, possibly a
power drill and gardening tools for planting.

For a wall- or fence-mounted structure:

Fix the lower support beam about 30cm
above the ground and the upper beam about
1.5m above the ground. Then attach the
trellis, wire or twine to the beams.

For the free-standing structure:

Attach the horizontal planks to the posts at
similar heights, as described above. Arrange
the posts so that they lean slightly towards
the wall or fence. Attach the trellis to the
posts and, if possible, to the planks as well for
extra strength. See below for detail. It doesn’t
have to be a work of art as the structure will
end up covered with plants.
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Step 4 – Plant your 
Wildlife Wall
The ‘Top tips for wildlife homes’ section
contains a listing of suitable plants, ranging
from climbing plants to shrubs that can be
trained. Fast-growing varieties such as
clematis or honeysuckle will give fast results,
and a mixture of deciduous and evergreens
suitable for your soil and sun conditions will
add variety. While ivy (Hedera helix) provides
excellent cover for wildlife, the leaves and
berries contain toxins and are harmful to
humans if consumed in quantity. We
recommend that you avoid using it for your
Wildlife Wall. If your school has an existing
ivy-covered wall, it should be left in place as 
it already provides a great haven for wildlife.

You can either plant in containers or directly
into the ground and here are some
precautions and tips to help you:

– Do not plant too close to a wall as the soil
tends to dry out. Start the plants 20–30cm
from the base of your wall or fence panel.

– Train your plants to grow up your trellis by
providing them with a slanting piece of 
cane running from the plant base, or attach 
with twine.

– Make sure the plants are watered 
as required.

– The children should be advised not to eat
berries on plants growing in the school
grounds, no matter how tempting they 
may look.

Step 5 – Monitor wildlife

Encourage your pupils to monitor the 
growth of plants as they climb the trellis. 
They will be able to identify wildlife that 
have decided to take up residence or use the
Wildlife Wall for feeding or as a refuge. Look
out early on for spiders spinning their webs,
caterpillars on the climbers, bees and
butterflies at the flowers and, later in the 
year, birds at the berries.

Why not mark your trellis, wall or fence at
different heights, say every 10cm, so that the
children can readily assess the growth rate of
the plants? They can then record the growth
of the climbers on a periodic basis.

The support timbers will provide an ideal
location for a blackbird to nest when the
plants have grown up the trellis in later years.
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Top tips for wildlife homes

Here are some plants you can grow on your own Wildlife Wall.

Climbing plants

Planted at the base of your trellis either in the ground or in a container, these plants should find
their own way up the trellis, but you could use garden canes to help them up, if they need it.

Key

Hardy FH/WP: Frost-hardy but winter protection required in very cold areas

Common name Scientific name Evergreen/
deciduous Flower Berry Hardy?

Climbing
hydrangea

Everlasting
sweet pea

Hydrangea anomala
subsp petiolaris

Lathyrus latifolius

Deciduous

Deciduous

May – June

Jun – Sep

No

No

Hardy

Hardy

Clematis Clematis armandii Evergreen Mar – April No FH/WP

Clematis Clematis montana Deciduous Mar – April No Hardy

Japanese
honeysuckle

Honeysuckle

Coral honeysuckle

Chinese
Virginia creeper

Virginia creeper

Japanese creeper

Lonicera japonica 

Lonicera
periclymenum

Lonicera
sempervirens

Parthenocissus
henryana

Parthenocissus
quinquefolia

Parthenocissus
tricuspidata

Evergreen,
fragrant

Deciduous,
fragrant

Evergreen

Deciduous

Deciduous

Deciduous

Apr – Aug

Apr – Aug

Apr – Sep

Jun – Aug

Aug

Jun – Aug

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Hardy

Hardy

Hardy

Hardy

Hardy

Hardy

Blue passion flower Passiflora caerulea Deciduous Jul – Sep Yes FH/WP

Star jasmine Trachelospermum
jasminoides

Evergreen,
fragrant Jul – Aug No FH/WP
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Trained shrubs

These plants will need your help to grow up the trellis. You can plant directly in the ground or
in a container at the base of the trellis. 

Common name

Butterfly plant

California Lilac

Scientific name

Buddleja colvilei
(tender when young)

Ceanothus x
burkwoodii

Evergreen/
deciduous

Semi-
evergreen

Evergreen

Flower

May – July

Jul – Sep

Berry

No

No

Hardy?

Hardy

Hardy

Flowering quince Chaenomeles Evergreen Mar – May Yes Hardy

Silk tassel bush Garrya elliptica Evergreen Dec – Feb No FH/WP

Common myrtle Myrtus communis Evergreen Jul – Aug Yes FH/WP

Osmanthus Osmanthus delavayi Evergreen,
fragrant Apr – May No Hardy

Californian fuschia Ribes speciosum Deciduous Mar – Apr Yes FH/WP
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How your wall will 
help wildlife
Foliage will attract:

Birds – robins, dunnocks, blackbirds, wrens,
thrushes, finches and sparrows.

Birds will use the foliage for cover during
bad weather, to evade predators and to
sleep at night. As the plants establish
themselves, the birds may even build nests.
Minibeasts and berries will be a valuable
food source.

Minibeasts – ladybirds, lacewings, spiders,
snails, aphids, beetles, moths and
butterflies.

The leaves and vines provide food and
shelter for a variety of minibeasts. Some
moths or butterflies may use the wall to
hibernate over winter.

Flowers will attract:

Bees, butterflies and moths.

Climbers that produce flowers provide an
important food source for minibeasts which
will visit to sup on the flower nectar.

Berries will attract:

Blackbirds, song thrushes, mistle thrushes,
robins and wood pigeons.

Climbers that produce berries are a valuable
food source to birds during autumn and
early winter.

Interesting facts

Bird homes

– Bird homes come in all shapes and sizes.
Built to raise a family in, nests are made out
of many different materials such as twigs
and long grass.

– The white-tailed eagle has the largest UK
nest, which can be up to 5m deep and over
2m across.

– The UK’s smallest bird, the goldcrest, has
the smallest nest at about 9cm deep.

– Outside of their breeding season, birds will
look for a sheltered place to sleep each
night: a tree, bush, old building, cliff face –
anywhere safe from predators and sheltered
from the weather.

– Certain types of birds will use nest boxes to
breed in. Some will also sleep in them at
night throughout the year.

– If you’re in the countryside, look out for
sheep’s wool that has caught on fences and
bushes. Collect it and place it in your
Wildlife Wall – you might find some birds
pick it up as a nesting material.
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Bat homes

– A bat home is called a ‘roost’. This could be
in a building, a tree, a bridge arch or cave.

– Bats are social animals and will gather
together, sometimes in their hundreds.

– Bats need a cool, even temperature during
the winter when they hibernate.

– Bats definitely do not like draughts.

– Bats do not build nests but hang upside
down or creep into cracks and crannies.

– They may also use man-made bat boxes.

Bat facts

– There are 17 species of bats resident in the
UK – that’s more than a quarter of our
mammal species.

– There are over 1,100 bat species in 
the world.

– Three-quarters of these eat insects, just as
British bats do. In the tropics bats also eat
fruit, flowers, frogs, fish, drink blood and
some even eat other bats. Don’t worry – 
the nearest bats that drink blood are living
in South America, over 4,000 miles away!

– Bats have excellent navigation skills – they
won’t get caught in your hair!

– Bats and their roosts are all protected by
national and European law due to the
dramatic decrease in their numbers during
the past century.

– Bats only have one baby a year and can live
for up to 30 years.

– The term ‘blind as a bat’ is totally
inaccurate. Bats can see but mainly use a
sonar system called ‘echolocation’ which
allows bats to locate objects by bouncing
sound off them. They measure the length of
time it takes for the sound to come back
which helps them to locate where
something is. 
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More activity ideas

Once your wall is planted, you can add to the
homes you’ve already created for wildlife.

1. Homes for invertebrates

Your wall is the perfect place for minibeasts 
to live. The Term 2 Teacher’s Notes about
minibeasts provide information on how to
make homes for invertebrates. For example,
you could fix a bee home to the trellis (details at
bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces/schools).

2. Put up a bird box

Add an open-fronted bird box to your wall.
Once foliage has grown around to provide
cover, robins or wrens may nest here. You
could try using an old kettle or teapot as a
nest. There are more ideas for constructing
and locating bird nest boxes at
bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces/doonething/
simple/birds_home.shtml

3. Add a bat box

A sunny wall is an ideal location for bats to
roost. The bat box design illustrated below 
is very easy to make and ideal for pipistrelle
bats. The timber needs to be rough-sawn to
give bats something to hang on to. Just nail it
all together along the edges and hang up
using brackets or wire looped under a couple
of protruding nails. Use untreated timber to
avoid harmful materials, but the exterior of
the box, away from the landing areas, can be
decorated with acrylic paints. This will allow
children to give their bat boxes unique
identities. It’s best to mount a bat box as high
as possible, no lower than 3–4m. It needs to
be in a sheltered, wind-free location that
catches the sun for some of the day. Make
sure there’s a clear flight path in and out.

Look out for resident bats – you may find
droppings (which are dry and crumbly) on the
ground below the box, or urine stains on the
landing areas. These do not pose any health
hazard. Children can shine a torch up from
ground level into the crevices to see if bats
are there. Once up, the box should not be
moved or disturbed. 



BBC Breathing Places Schools Term 4 Teacher’s notes 10.

4. Keep a record

Keeping a record of wildlife using the Wildlife
Wall, bat box or bird box will be invaluable in
building up a picture of your breathing place
and how it’s helping to provide a home for
wildlife. Your pupils can draw graphs from
recorded numbers, create stories based on
what they have seen and any experimental
data can be used for science. Encourage
pupils to draw, paint and make collages of the
plants on the wall and its inhabitants.

5. Play the bat and moth game

Your pupils can play a game to help illustrate
how bats locate minibeasts to eat in their
home range. Here is how:

Form a circle with a group of children. These
children are trees and the enclosed area
represents a woodland clearing where bats
hunt insects at night. Choose one of the
children to be the bat. The child must stand in
the middle of the circle. This is the bat’s home
range area. When the child is in position, put
a blindfold on him/her. Choose another 3–5
children to be moths and ask them to enter
the circle.

The objective of the game is for the bat to
locate and catch the moths.

– The bat calls out the word ‘bat’ and the
moths must reply ‘moth’. When the moths
call out ‘moth’, the bat knows they are near
and tries to catch them to eat for supper!
(Explain to the group that every time the bat
calls out ‘bat’, it is a radar signal being
transmitted; the bat sends out this signal to
see if anything is there, the signal bounces
off objects and is returned. The bat then
knows exactly where its food is. The bat can
call out as rapidly as it wishes ‘bat, bat,
bat…’ and each moth must reply each time.)

– Neither the bat nor the moths are allowed
outside of the standing circle of children. If
the blindfolded bat starts to head outside
the circle, the children should gently guide it
back in.

– As the bat locates and tags the moths, they
leave the circle as they are ‘eaten up’.

The bat tracks down the whereabouts of the
moths by listening carefully to where the
replies are coming from. It takes good
concentration to be a successful bat!



Question time

The activities around homes for wildlife will
allow children to do some research and to
learn about the homes and habitats of
wildlife. These questions will provide plenty
of motivation for children to look at books in
the library or to use Internet searches to find
the answers:

– What can birds find in the Wildlife Wall that
you have created?

– How will minibeasts use the Wildlife Wall?

– What do you call plants that have leaves all
year round?

– What are plants called that lose their leaves
in the autumn?

– At what time of the day will a bat be found
in its box?

– Where will a hedgehog be found in 
the winter?

– How does a bat locate its prey?

With thanks to: Bat Conservation Trust
www.bats.org.uk

bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces/schools
Printed on 100% recycled paper
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