
Lessons From the Zebra 

Zebra live in family units consisting of one stallion and 

up to six females and their young. The mares stay 

together, even when the stallion dies or is defeated by 

another stallion. 

The plains zebra is the most familiar and inhabits 

Kenya, Somalia, and Ethiopia. The Grevy’s zebra 

inhabits parts of Kenya, and the rare mountain zebra 

lives in the hills of Namibia. Biologists identify the 

three species by their distinctive stripe patterns. 

Provide 

A zebra’s diet consists of rough grasses, leaves, and roots. During the hot, dry season 

when water is difficult to find, Grevy’s zebra sometimes use their hooves to dig water 

holes in the sand. Mountain zebra migrate to higher elevations, and plains zebra follow 

the rainfall or move to the lowlands in search of food and water. 

After the zebra tramp a path and eat the tall grass, wildebeest and buffalo follow, 

grazing on the shorter, softer grasses. 

Watch 

Zebra sleep intermittently throughout the day and night, with at least one sentinel 

always on duty. When zebra rest, they often stand side-to-side, head-to-tail. This gives 

them a 360 degree view, and it allows them to use each other’s tails to keep the flies 

away. 

After a 12-month gestation period, a female zebra 

gives birth to a foal. The brown and white striped foal 

can run soon after birth, but its mother will keep it 

away from the herd for a couple days until the foal 

can recognize her call, smell, and stripes. The mare 

weans her foal at one year. 

When a young male plains zebra matures, he joins a band of bachelor males until he 

secures his own females. 

Protect 

At about three years old, a female zebra joins a different stallion’s band. Seniority 

determines rank among the mares, and the stallion brings up the rear, keeping track of 

adventurous foals and watching for danger. 

Zebra use numbers as a defense. Family units will form 

larger herds for common defense, but even within these 

herds, a zebra recognizes members of its family group. 

When danger approaches, zebra form a tight group. 

Sometimes they stand facing out and use their powerful 

hooves to fend off attackers. Other times they flee, keeping 

the younger and weaker animals near the center of the herd. 



If a member of the herd becomes wounded or sick, the others circle around it, 

protecting it until the danger passes and licking its wounds. 
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The Zebra in Action 

Benefit Others 

Zebra prefer eating the tall, rough grasses other animals avoid. This habit allows zebra 

to improve the grasslands for wildebeest and buffalo. 

Clarify Identity 

A zebra’s stripes are as unique as a human’s fingerprints, and family members 

recognize one another’s stripes, even within a larger herd. 

Stay and Help 

A wounded or sick zebra is not left behind. Family 

members stay together and defend one another. An 

adult can break a lion’s jaw with one kick. 

Stick Together 

Zebra communicate through whinnies, high-pitched 

barks, and body language, such as the position of their 

ears. 

 


