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Book Summary 
In Squirrel: How a Backyard Forager Shapes Our World, award-winning science writer Nancy Castaldo 
explores the fascinating role of squirrels in ecosystems, human history, and urban environments. Far 
more than just bushy-tailed backyard visitors, squirrels are ecological engineers, cultural symbols, 
and survivors of massive environmental change. 
Through a blend of natural history, science journalism, and storytelling, Castaldo takes readers from 
forests to city parks to research labs, showing how these nimble creatures have adapted and thrived. 
Along the way, she unpacks the complex relationship between humans and squirrels—ranging from 
admiration and affection to frustration and pest control. 

Key Themes 

1. Ecological Impact 
o Squirrels as seed dispersers, forest regenerators, and prey animals in the food web. 
o Their role in biodiversity and environmental health. 

2. Adaptation & Survival 
o How squirrels thrive in both wild and urban settings. 
o Behavioral flexibility, intelligence, and problem-solving. 
o Challenges facing global squirrel species, including climate change. 

3. Human-Squirrel Relationship 
o Cultural symbolism of squirrels across time. 
o The shift from pets and curiosities to pests and urban nuisances. 
o From forests to dinner table – the history and practice of squirrel hunting.  

4. Urban Wildlife 
o The challenges and opportunities of coexisting with animals in cities. 
o The anthropocentric lens through which we view wildlife. 

5. Conservation & Environmental Stewardship 
o The broader message of environmental interdependence and the value of everyday 

wildlife. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What surprised you most about squirrels after reading this book? 
o Were there any facts or anecdotes that changed your perspective? 

2. How does the book reframe the way we typically view “common” animals like 
squirrels? 



o Why might it be important to pay attention to creatures we often overlook? 
3. Castaldo weaves science and storytelling. How effective was this approach in making 

the content engaging and accessible? 
4. In what ways do urban environments create both problems and opportunities for 

squirrels? 
o How can we rethink city planning with urban wildlife in mind? 

5. What does the squirrel’s adaptability say about nature’s resilience—and its limits—in 
a changing world? 

6. How can humans better balance the tension between wildlife conservation and pest 
control in residential areas? 

7. Do you see squirrels differently now in your own community or backyard? 

Activities & Exploration 

• Local Observation Challenge: Spend 30 minutes observing squirrels in a park or backyard. 
What behaviors do you notice? How do they interact with their environment? 

• Research Extension: Investigate another “everyday” animal (e.g., pigeons, raccoons, rats, 
crows) and compare their ecological role to squirrels. 

• Creative Writing Prompt: Write a short story, essay, poem, or journal entry from the 
perspective of a squirrel or about your observation. 

• Debate: Should cities invest more in wildlife-friendly infrastructure (like green roofs, tree 
corridors)? Use examples from the book to argue your case. 

Further Reading & Resources 

• Other books by Nancy F. Castaldo: 
o The Story of Seeds 
o When the World Runs Dry 
o Buildings that Breathe 
o Back from the Brink 

• Related Titles: 
o Fuzz: When Nature Breaks the Law by Mary Roach 
o The Urban Bestiary by Lyanda Lynn Haupt 
o Rats: Observations on the History and Habitat of the City's Most Unwanted Inhabitants by 

Robert Sullivan 
• Documentaries: 

o The Secret Life of Squirrels (PBS Nature) 
o Planet Earth II – Cities 

Final Reflection 

Castaldo’s work is a reminder that environmental awareness doesn’t always begin in faraway 
rainforests—it can start right in our backyards. Squirrels, though small and common, carry big 
lessons about adaptation, coexistence, and the intricate web of life. 

https://nancycastaldo.com 



 

 


