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Abstract 

Through the course of Spring 2022, I produced an anatomically accurate 3D model 

of a sloth and an accompanying set of supplemental learning materials related to wildlife 

conservation education. Through research, zoo visitations, and sculptural techniques, I 

developed a final three-dimensional product resembling an anatomically correct model of 

one sloth species. Supplemental materials accompany the sloth model to provide further 

insight to the animal and current conservation efforts. To arrive at the final product, 

research and studies were done related to the techniques, construction, and use of 

materials for the sculptural aspect of the project. The inspiration for the project relates to 

an Immersive Learning class called Conservation Tales, which produces wildlife 

conservation books for children made by a multidisciplinary student group at Ball State. 

Focusing upon the idea of wildlife conservation enabled me to explore the subjects of art 

and science. In conjunction with a biology professor, The Sloth Institute, zookeepers, and 

zoo educators, the project was developed through multiple perspectives, including art and 

conservation education. Overall, using art techniques, research and immersive exploration, 

I produced a creative thesis project for the purpose of wildlife conservation education 

about sloths for children in kindergarten through eighth grade.  
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Process Analysis Statement 

 Studying multiple disciplines throughout my time at Ball State formed the structure 

of my creative thesis project. Beginning as a biology major, I found an interest in wildlife 

and understanding the scientific approach. After I switched majors to Art, I gained skills in 

drawing, painting, sculpture, and visual communication. As a team member of Conservation 

Tales, I learned how art, science, and education could all combine for the purpose of 

wildlife conservation. For my creative thesis project, I coalesced the knowledge in art, 

science, and education that I gathered over the years. 

 The following pages is a journal, and the route I chose to keep track of my progress 

for my process analysis statement. Week by week, I kept track of the materials I bought, the 

places I visited, the people I interacted with, and more. The journal serves as a way to 

examine my approach and how it developed over time. When I faced a difficulty, I kept 

record of that, and when I faced success, I wrote about it thoroughly. The learning process 

is clear through the development of my journal. It is also a guide for anyone who would like 

to know the details of how I completed the sloth model and brought awareness to the 

anatomy, habits, and conservation of sloths. 

 

Week of January 10th 

This week I printed out numerous resources found through Ball State’s One Search. I 

highlighted key information to use for educational resources and for personal learning. I 

plan to record this information in a Word document to keep track of the most common 

information or particularly eye-raising facts that would be interesting to include on a facts 

sheet or somehow make an infographic out of. I am interested in finding more information 
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relating to size-comparisons, metabolism, ancestry, behavior, and related animals. Related 

animals can be those that live in harmony with the sloth or are a predator of the sloth. I 

would also like to focus on gathering specific evolutionary traits that stand out from all 

other animals. I am currently aware of how sloths hang a lot, move slowly, and use their 

claws for hanging. Finding all this information will result in the content that will be used for 

the supplemental educational materials. 

 

Week of January 24th 

On Tuesday, I met with Tolly Foster, the Education Programs Director for the 

Indianapolis Zoo. She has been working there for over 20 years and is closely tied to the 

compiling of Education Kits, which are available for borrowing from the Zoo on a weekly 

basis. Tolly, Tom, and I discussed the contents of the kits and how the contents are chosen. 

Tolly explained that the kits are either classified for an area, such as the Plains Education 

Kit or a specific animal, such as for elephants. The contents included within the kit are 

meant to provide a way for teachers to have a science lesson, meeting Indiana state 

guidelines, for their class. Materials included vary depending upon the subject of the kit, 

but there are generally laminated information sheets, posters, a model of a skull or other 

key parts of an animal, a puzzle, a game, or books. Tolly informed us that the items included 

in the kit are laminated or made to be durable because of the amount of interaction the 

materials can get. To get more familiar with the kits, I will plan a visit in the future to see 

the kits in person.  
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For the remainder of the week, I will make more sketches of sloth model layouts and 

visit stores to investigate textures and ways of presenting the model. I plan to work with 

the spray foam to create a small model version of the intended models.  

 

Week of January 31st 

This past weekend I took the time to visit four stores looking for materials for my 

model. I was initially looking for texture sprays, but I saw much more that gave me ideas 

for how I could make the sloth model come to life. The first store was Hobby and Toys in 

Downtown Muncie. There, I saw materials that are used to create scenes for model trains. I 

thought that the materials for making trees, shrubs, grass, and gravel would be great for 

creating a jungle scene around the sloth or even adding green algae to the fur. I then went 

to Art Mart and bought super tacky glue. I explored each aisle of Joann Fabrics and 

discovered faux fur fashion fabric that resembled the long stringy fur of sloths. Everything I 

found of interest at Joann, I also found at Hobby Lobby and sometimes for a cheaper price. 

Hobby Lobby will be my go-to for materials such as faux fur fabric and clay.  

I also spent time practicing with the spray foam. I created blobs at first, unsure of 

how it would expand and set (Fig. 1). The spray foam comes out thin and skinny but then 

expands to become much larger and smooth. It attaches very well to the cardboard surface 

that I place it on. I can add foam to already settled pieces to expand it. I can also easily 

shave away parts or sculpt it using a serrated knife. Sanding will also be a good technique 

to get even surfacing. Now That I know how to use the foam, I can start to create a realistic 

rendering of how the first model will look and all the materials that I will need to start with.  
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Fig. 1, First attempt using spray foam. 

Week of February 7th 

This week I created a foam cake. It is about 16 inches long and 8 inches wide. I then 

bought more foam and added to the foam cake. I am trying to create a big enough piece to 

create the body of a sloth. I later plan to flip the foam cake upside down and add to the 

other side. I purchased faux fur fabric from Hobby Lobby that has strands about 2 inches 

long. I painted a small section of the fur with acrylic paint that was tinted gray-ish green or 

a lighter green. I found that as I tried to paint the lower sections of the fur (what would be 

closer to the skin) it tended to get more matted and disorderly looking. I also found that the 

acrylic paint gives the fur a shiny and glossy appearance. This could be useful if I wanted to 

the depict the sloth as having been in a rainstorm. This could be beneficial since many 

sloths live in the rainforest. Many pictures also depict sloths as wet from rain, flooding, or 

bodies of water. I plan to acquire tie-dye to give a base dye color to the fur and then add to 

the outmost part of the fur with acrylic.  

 

Week of February 14th 

This week I ordered 8 cake dummies that were 6 inches in diameter and 4 inches 

tall each. This will serve as the base for the tree on which the three-toed sloth will grasp. 

Once it shipped, I attached each layer with tacky glue. The total height of the cake dummies 
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is 32 inches. This will allow for enough room for the sloth to hook itself around the tree 

trunk. I also plan to add cecropia leaves as that will be the type of tree that I am modeling. 

I also cut three small strips of fur and took a different approach to dying each. The 

first strip, I soaked in a cup of peppermint tea. The second strip, I soaked in a cup of water 

with 1/5 light blue color, 3/5 light orange color, and 1/5 red color. The third strip, I soaked 

in 2/3 light green color and 1/3 red color. These test strips were a quick and easy way to 

test what would be the best method to dye fur and match a more natural sloth coloration. 

Once immersed in the colored water, I monitored the strips every 5 to 10 minutes for an 

hour. I then let the strips soak for another 23 hours. I then drained the water and rinsed 

each strip. As the two strips with color dye were rinsed, a light blue color emerged. This 

was unexpected, as the color water appeared to be a green-brown or brown color. The strip 

that was immersed in the peppermint tea came to be a sandy color, which would be the 

ideal shade for the Hoffman’s two-toed sloth (Fig. 2). Further investigations of color and 

dye techniques will need to be explored to have a range of choices.  

 

Fig. 2, Samples of fur that I dyed or painted for replica sloth fur.  
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I also created a large spray foam arm. The type of spray foam that I am using is Great 

Stuff Gaps & Cracks with the Reusable Smart Dispenser and Loctite Tite Foam for big gaps. 

Great Stuff has been the most reliable so far, and I will continue using it to build my models. 

Additionally, I printed many reference photos gathered from an app called iNaturalist to 

serve as a general guidance of coloration, pose, hair length, limb lengths, and other 

anatomical features. The app features images that have been verified as sightings of 

animals in nature. I located sloths in Costa Rica for my searches because that is where 

Conservation Tales would have visited as a group for research. 

 

Week of February 21st 

On Monday, February 21st the sloth team met with Sam Trull and Pedro from the 

Sloth Institute on over Zoom. Sam Trull is the Co-founder and Executive Director of the 

Sloth Institute Costa Rica located in Manuel Antonio, Costa Rica. Pedro Felipe Montero 

Castro is the Assistant Director and Conservation Manager at the Sloth Institute, and he 

works alongside Sam. They were both able to talk to us and answer any questions. We were 

able to talk about our work for Conservation Tales as well as the creative thesis that I am 

working on.  

What stood out most from the meeting was our discussion on the use of the word 

‘toed’ or ‘fingered.’ We discussed how, in Spanish, the translation for sloths is el perezoso 

tres dedos or el perezoso dos dedos, for three and two-toed respectively. Dedos translates to 

digits in English, which can mean either fingers or toes, but Sam explained to us that ‘two- 

or three-fingered’ is the correct way of referring to sloths. A study that Sam shared uses the 

term two-fingered and three-fingered to correctly refer to the upper limbs.1 This new 
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naming of the sloths can be beneficial to conservation efforts and understanding from the 

public about what the two-fingered is referring to on the sloths’ body. Sam also briefly 

mentioned how firefighters in Costa Rica are trained on how to handle sloths, since they 

are who removes sloths from powerlines. The firefighters are trained using sloth models. 

Although the models I plan to make would not have moveable limbs, I expressed how, had I 

known earlier, I could have tailored the making of my models to be for the training of 

firefighters in Costa Rica. Despite the limbs being immovable, the models can still 

potentially serve as a guide to size and handling for the firefighters. 

On Saturday the 26th, we visited the Cincinnati Zoo & Botanical Garden. When we 

arrived, the sloth and macaw team split up with a zookeeper to learn more about their 

respective animals. The sloth team and I followed Tami, the sloth zookeeper, to the indoor 

greenhouse that was set up like a rainforest. There, we soon saw Mo, short for Slow-Mo, 

who is a Linnaeus’s two-toed sloth. Mo was situated in an artificial tree that is designed for 

him to have a landing pad to lay upon and no way to crawl down from the tree (Fig. 3). This 

prevents him from coming down to where he can be with people. This tree is connected to 

another with large vines. Each tree has a landing pad for the sloth to rest. The second tree 

finally connects to a small enclosure that the public can see through the front of. The tree 

that leads into the enclosure has a ladder for Mo to travel down and rest on the ‘forest 

floor,’ where he can defecate.  
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Fig. 3, Where Mo resides at the Botanical Garden. 

While we were there, Tami stood with the sloth team as we sketched, and she 

answered our questions. We asked questions such as, “Do you refer to the sloths as two-

toed or two-fingered?” and “How did the Cincinnati Zoo acquire Mo and Lightning?” At the 

Cincinnati Zoo, they refer to the sloths as being ‘toed’ instead of ‘fingered,’ but Tami 

mentioned that she has been hearing more about sloths being called ‘fingered’ and how 

that traces back to a mistranslation in Spanish.  

Tami also pointed out the specific differences in the two sloths that are at the 

Cincinnati Zoo. Mo is male and has long and silky fur. He is 22 years old and was originally 

thought to be a female when taken in. It should be noted that sloth genitalia are internal 

unless being used, so telling sex can be difficult. His temperament is much calmer, and he 

moves slowly unless going after something. His fur is also very light and blonde. On the 

other hand, Lightning is a female sloth and is much larger (Fig. 4). Tami told us that 

Lightning is the largest sloth she has ever seen. Lightning’s fur is much coarser and messier 

and not quite as long. She has dark fur on her limbs and lighter fur on her body and head. 

Lightning’s temperament is much more aggressive and dominant. She often swipes to 
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attack and has escaped from the tree multiple times. She weighs 10 pounds more than Mo 

and has slightly lighter brown eyes. She can move very quickly, and I was able to witness 

this when Tami fed her berries while she crawled around on her tree enclosure.  

Some additional things that Tami mentioned was her connection with Mo. Tami has 

been working at the Cincinnati Zoo for several years, and she has been working with Mo 

almost the entire length of her employment. When we were close to Mo, she talked about 

how he can recognize her voice and usually perks up. I noticed this as he was looking at all 

of us and moving his arms and head for the first half-hour. Eventually Tami pulled out Mo’s 

ladder to see if he would like to come down and eat or be touched. Mo decided not to come 

down his ladder. The possibility of petting Mo would have been unique as not every Zoo 

allows that, especially with the possible transmission of SARS COVID-19 being transmitted.  

 

Fig. 4, Lightning being fed berries by Tami. 

Week of February 28th 

This week I am working on gathering clay and creating fabric dye. I am using water 

that black beans have been soaking in to create a grayish tone for the color of the three-

fingered sloth. I am also researching other methods of natural dye so that I can attain the 
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tones of black, gray, and brown that are seen on sloths (Fig. 5). I recently discovered how 

Cutch / Acacia Natural Dye Powder has been used to create black and tones of brown. This 

dye is available from the Better Than Jam’s Store & Studio online shop.  

     

Fig. 5, Left: Peppermint Tea bags infusing in hot water. Right: Sloth fur immersed in the tea water. 

I also have been thinking more about how I would like to pose the three-fingered 

sloth exactly. I would like to position the three-fingered sloth upright on the cecropia tree 

with its head turned behind its body. Choosing this pose, I can bring to light how three-

fingered sloths can turn their head up to 270 degrees, as Sam Trull explained. I would also 

like to stay true to how male brown-throated sloths have an orange patch with a black 

stripe on their back. The next step in this process is gathering my final measurement for 

the size of the body, limbs, and head so that I can construct the first model.  

At this point in the process, I have learned a list of things that have been significant 

for my process. I have compiled what I have learned into a bulleted list below. 

• I’ve learned about my process and how I need to gather all my materials before I feel 

confident in piecing things together and makings consistent progress on the model. 

• Even the ‘experts’ on sloths, for example zookeepers, don’t know everything about 

the animal. While we were at the Cincinnati Zoo, Ashley Owens and I told Tami 

about how the brown-throated sloth has extra neck bones.  



11 
 

• It is very valuable to be able to visit what I am studying in-person and have those 

interactions with the animal as well as those who take care of it every day. I can 

learn things about the animal that I just wouldn’t by looking at pictures online or 

watching videos over the Internet.  

 

This week I am also focusing on the foam construction, which will be the “bones” of 

the sloth. I will be shaving away at the large foam pieces that I have already made as well as 

creating new ones for the body, limbs, and head. I painted the cecropia tree after covering 

the Styrofoam with tissue paper. I used a mixture of white and black acrylic paint to cover 

the surface. Once finished, I viewed the tree in different lighting and decided that it will 

need another layer of a lighter gray. I will also emphasize the texture of the tree using 

darker colors and painting techniques.  

 

Week of March 7th 

On Monday, March 6th, Conservation Tales visited Zoo Knoxville in Knoxville, 

Tennessee. We were greeted by Adam, a Lead Keeper. He gave us a general overview of the 

zoo and where categories of animals are. He also gave us a personal tour of the tiger exhibit 

because the design relates to the culture where tigers are found and was inspired by the 

family that donated money for that portion of the zoo.  

Adam then led us to the ARC Center, which houses the rainforest exhibit and 

greenhouse. There we found the tree that was created for Joe the sloth to live. Joe is a 

Linnaeus two-fingered sloth. Joe sleeps and poops inside the trunk of the ‘tree.’ He can be 

on view by the public with help from zookeepers that place him on the landing of the tree. 
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There, he can climb, eat, sleep, and be within several feet of visitors. Joe is on a diet of 

vegetables and fruit, and the zoo plans to gradually transition him to more leafy greens. 

They transition his diet slowly, introducing a 10 percent change every two weeks. Adam 

said that providing Joe with more leafy greens would be a more optimal diet for him. The 

keepers said that Joe is pooping every 3-4 days currently, and he sleeps about 20 hours a 

day. Since Joe does not poop every day, his weight can fluctuate up to 20 percent. One day 

he may weigh 16 pounds and another he may weigh 20 pounds. He is nocturnal and has 

poor eyesight. He uses his sense of smell and scent marking to get around better. A fun fact 

that Adam shared with us was how sloths do not have enamel on their teeth, only dentin. 

He also showed an x-ray of Joe, and how he is very pear-shaped (Fig. 6).  

    

Fig. 6, X-rays of Joe’s pelvis and right side from Zoo Knoxville. 

 

White at the zoo, the keepers emphasized the use of positive reinforcement to 

encourage certain behaviors and trained actions from the animals. This can help them live 

in the exhibits more optimally and train them to be more comfortable being near people 

during visiting hours. Zoo Knoxville also focuses on creating connections with visitors by 
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evoking emotions. This can help the visitors donate more and have a better experience at 

the zoo overall.  

While at the zoo, I had several observations and ideas. Since one of the models that I 

am creating is a sloth holding onto a cecropia tree trunk, it would be an interesting to 

include sloth poop at the base of the tree with Cryptoses moth larvae on it. While spending 

time with Joe, I also made several observations about his body and limb structure. Joe’s 

neck is not very noticeable and appears directly connected to his body. He is very flexible, 

and this influences the way he moves up and down tree vines and branches. He would often 

cross arms and legs, placing an arm next to a leg. A fun stunt that Joe performed while we 

were there was hanging upside-down with only his hind legs holding him up (Fig. 7). This 

showed his full length, range of movement, and strength of his claws.  

 

Fig. 7, Joe hanging from just his hind limbs at Zoo Knoxville. 

 

I also observed his arms and claws more specifically. This is a part of the sloth that I 

would like to capture well within my model, so I took note of the length of the pad, 

silhouette of the arm, where the arm begins to curl around a branch when grasping it. The 

sloth appears to have a wrist, from which it bends slightly. The sloth also has fingers 
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connected to the claws. The fur lining Joe’s arms is shorter than his torso hair. On the outer 

side of his arm, fur appears to face down while he is hanging, which would encourage water 

to drain off him when living in a rainforest.  

Another close observation I made was the face of Joe. His nose is most prominent 

and more of an oval shape. His nose is a dark brown, a color which is continued near his 

mouth and lining his eyes. His nose is shiny and seems to be wet. His eyes are brown with a 

very small black pin in the center. The fur on his face is very short and the lightest fur on 

his body.  

On March 11th, I visited the Creature Conservancy in Saline, MI, for the Creatures of 

the Night program. The program runs from 7pm to 9pm and is focused on various 

nocturnal animals that the Conservancy takes care of. Steve, a caretaker there, hosted the 

program by introducing all the animals and providing more information about them. For 

my research, I took notes and pictures of their two-fingered sloth, Poco (Fig. 8).  

Steve was very knowledgeable about the sloths, and I was surprised by how much he 

knew. Throughout the 15 minutes that Steve spent talking about sloths, he mentioned 

many facts, which I have listed below: 

• The fur grows from the belly to the back, so that it is facing down when the sloth is 

hanging. This also helps water fall off the sloth. 

• Sloths, specifically the three-fingered, are the slowest moving mammals. 

• The tendons and muscles of a sloth are the opposite of humans. A sloth is in its 

relaxed position when it is hanging from a tree.  

• Sloths move slow to protect themselves from predators. 

• Sloths aren’t “upside-down,” they are right-side up, at least according to them. 



15 
 

• They spend 90 percent of their life upside-down. 

• Sloths can avoid the Harpy Eagle well by hanging below branches.  

• The sloth’s ribs are very spread out, making them hard to grab with talons. 

•  Sloth’s weight can fluctuate dramatically due to their slow digestion and tendency 

to only defecate once every week. 

• They descend to the ground to defecate and urinate. 

• Sloth moths and beetles jump off sloths and lay eggs on their poop because it is 

nutritious for the larvae.  

• The South American cat is a sloth’s second predator but can only catch sloths when 

they are on the ground. 

• Sloths might have 7, 8, or 9 neck vertebrae, which enables them to turn their head a 

wide range (270 degrees). 

• They give birth once every other year, typically in September and October, and the 

gestation period is nine months.  

• Two-fingered sloths eat mostly fruit 

• Three-fingered sloths eat mostly leaves. 

• Sloths are olfactory-oriented with a larger nose. 

• Baby sloths are born upside-down and then lay on their mother’s belly for the first 

few months. 

 

All this information that Steve shared was important to hear in this public program 

style because it will help guide what I decided to include on the supplemental educational 

materials. Highlighting the known facts as well as lesser known are important to teaching 
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those new to sloths as well as those more experienced with sloths, such as zookeepers. 

Some information that I would still like to learn more about is baby sloths and their habits.  

 

Fig. 8, Close-up of Annie and Poco’s fur, which grows from the belly to help water drain off them. 

 

On March 12th, I went back to the Creature Conservancy for a private tour. This tour 

lasted about two hours and was hosted by Katrina, one of the workers there. She shared 

her knowledge about each of the animals at the Conservancy and how they came to be 

there. The final animal that we were able to visit with was the sloths. Katrina had a dish 

prepared with grapes on sticks that I could feed the sloths with. Katrina introduced me to 

Annie and Poco, the mating pair at the Conservancy. Every other year, they mate, and Annie 

has a baby, and the baby is relocated when it is ready. Annie and Poco live in an enclosure 

where they may poop, and they hang and explore along wooden poles that have been 
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drilled to the ceiling of the Conservancy. Figure 9 shows a view of the poles that the sloths 

hang from and travel around on.   

 

Fig. 9, The latticed structure for sloths to hang from at the Creature Conservancy. 

 

I have also taken notice to the differences in coloration between sloth species  

(Fig. 10). The Linnaeus two-fingered sloth has a stark difference between hair colors 

depending upon the part of the body. To show a side-by-side comparison, I included an 

image of a Linnaeus two-fingered sloth and a brown-throated sloth below. The Linnaeus 

sloth has black claws and black fur closer to their body and on their limbs. The brown-

throated sloth below has overall gray fur, dark stripes from the eyes, and a clear hairline 

encircling the face.  
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Fig. 10, Left: Lightning, a two-fingered Linnaeus sloth. Right: A three-fingered, pygmy sloth. 

 

The opportunity to feed the sloths was a special experience and helpful for getting 

to see the sloth’s mouth and spending more time in the presence of a sloth. The two-

fingered sloth has four sharper teeth in the front and a skinny long tongue that they use to 

help bring food to their mouth. They also use their claws to help hold the food near their 

moth or gather it into their mouth.  

After all my travels concluded for Spring Break, I had several things in mind that I 

was reflecting upon. My recent visits, including Cincinnati, Knoxville, and Michigan, only 

involved the Linnaeus two-fingered sloth. This is important to keep in mind as I moved 

forward with my project because Linnaeus sloths are the largest species, and the three-

fingered sloth species are different from two-fingered species in several ways. This line of 

thinking brought me to also reflect on the missed experience of going to Costa Rica and 

visiting The Sloth Institute. Three-fingered sloths are not kept in captivity because they 

typically do not fare well. The chance to see a three-fingered sloth in Costa Rica would have 

been much more likely, as The Sloth Institute takes in both two and three-fingered species, 
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and they live in the rainforests of Costa Rica. Lastly, throughout my research the past two 

semesters, I have gathered enough information to know more than the average keeper at 

zoos I have visited. This surprised me and made me realize how unknown sloths can be, 

even to those who look after them. This realization makes the research that I am doing for 

my thesis even more important for spreading more information and enlightening others 

who would like to know more without doing all the research.  

 

Week of March 14th 

Throughout the week of March 7th, Ball State University’s spring break, I continued 

working on the models and gathering information for the educational materials between 

travel. I have made decisions about the positioning of the brown-throated sloth and how it 

will be positioned on the cecropia tree (Fig. 11). I was also able to work with the porcelain 

air-dry clay to make the nose, claws, and eyes for both sloth models.  

 

Fig. 11, Brown-throated sloth model as of March 9th. 
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The claws of the sloth need to represent the shape that one would see on a wild 

sloth as well as the color. Figure 12 shows the claws all as white. The color will be painted 

with Golden Open Acrylic paints to retain some of the translucency that the porcelain clay 

provides.  

     

Fig. 12, Workings with the air-dry porcelain clay to make claws and noses. 

 

On March 15th, I drove to the Indianapolis Zoo to talk with the Education Programs 

department about their Education Kits and the sloths. I was greeted by the team, and 

Laurie Christie was able to spend two hours with me, answering any questions that I had 

about the animals and the kits. Laurie showed me the Kit Closet, which is where they keep 

all the Education Kits that can be loaned out for $10/week. She explained how there are 

kits that are created for topics, such as polar or plains, and there is also a sensory kit and a 

kit for Orangutans. I was able to go through the polar kit, sensory kit, and the Orangutan kit 

during my visit. Each kit was housed in a suitcase and contained various items ranging 

from books about specific animals to replica skulls. I specifically paid attention to the books 

and the information that they provided. Since I will be focusing on graphic design and 

readable content, I wanted to gather information for that first.  
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Laurie also pointed out specific things that I may want to include in my education kit 

for sloths. She talked about how a sloths best sensory organ is their nose. An activity that 

the Education Department has is a scent guessing game, to help kids understand how hard 

it can be to detect specific scents among many. This game is also meant to show kids how 

sloths can detect scents better than humans, and it helps them navigate safely throughout 

the world. Sloths use their strong nose to sniff rotting branches, avoid other sloths, find 

food, and detect predators. Talking about an immersive game that kids can play inspired 

me to make an educational game about sloths and their strengths or their weaknesses.  

While talking with Laurie, I also learned more about the sloths at the Indianapolis 

Zoo. I asked Laurie if they use the term ‘toed’ or ‘fingered’ to refer to their sloths. Laurie 

told me that they use the term toed for several reasons. The main reason goes back to the 

naming system created by the registrar of the Indianapolis zoo. The registrar creates a 

master list of defined names based upon current use in science. Since ‘toed’ is much more 

accepted, it is the current name for most sloths. Laurie acknowledged that the use of the 

term ‘toed’ could be confusing for kids.  

At the Indianapolis Zoo, there is a two-fingered Linnaeus sloth and four two-

fingered Hoffman’s sloths. Laurie provided me with small information cards for each sloth. 

On the front is a picture of the sloth and its name. On the back is the sloths name again, the 

species, birthdate, a personality description, and a list of favorite food. The card is designed 

to go along with the Zoo’s brand guidelines. These cards reminded me of the information 

cards that I would like to provide with each of my models.  

I have noticed that many of the sloths I encounter at zoos are two-fingered and the 

Linnaeus species. I asked my thesis advisor, Tom McConnell, and Laurie Christie about 
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where the sloths are arriving from. They both talked about the growing human population 

in Panama and how many sloths need to be rescued from that area. This results in the 

widespread presence of two-fingered sloths among each zoo that I have visited.  

On Saturday, March 19th, I visited the Indianapolis Zoo with the Conservation Tales 

team. On the visit, Tom and Barb set up a sloth encounter for the CT team with the 

Encounters team at the zoo. We met with Laurie, who guided us to the area for encounters 

with sloths. When we entered, the Linnaeus sloth, E.T., was hanging from a tree that was 

attached to a podium on wheels. Allison, the sloth encounters specialist, was there beside 

the tree because E.T. has grown, and some branches are too small to support his weight.  

Allison also told us all that she knew about the sloths, answering our questions as 

they came up. Much of what Allison had to share, I had learned from other zoos or from my 

research, but she had a few comments to share about sloths that I was unaware of 

previously. One of those comments was about how sloths do not fart but burp instead. The 

gas that builds up within a sloth also allows it to be very buoyant in the water, adding to 

their ability to swim five times faster than they can crawl around on trees. E.T. specifically 

is given Gas-X as part of his diet because of his problems with gas. Allison also pointed out 

that sloths like to have a supporting branch underneath them when they are hanging  

(Fig. 13). Lastly, the team had asked about why the sloths are not often shown outside, and 

Allison told us that the ideal temperature for a sloth is between 70 and 90 degrees, so if the 

heat index does not match that, then the sloth must be kept indoors. This also goes along 

with how sloths cannot shiver, relying upon the sun to warm them.  

A small disappointment of my visit to the Indianapolis Zoo was how I did not get to 

see the Hoffman’s sloth. The Indy Zoo has four Hoffman’s sloths, named Dulce, Sammy, 
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Solana, and Sebastian. The Hoffman’s sloth is what I plan to make for my second model 

with a baby on its belly, so being able to see one or more in person would be a special 

experience. Unfortunately, the encounters crew was not made aware of how Conservation 

Tales or I are focusing on Hoffman’s sloths.  

 

Fig. 13, E.T. using a branch below him for support. 

 

Week of March 21st 

At the beginning of the week, I focused on wrapping up the progress I have made so 

far to submit my work for the Trimmer Thesis Scholarship. I turned an image of my brown-

throated sloth model and digital drawings that I made for the educational materials 

alongside the 25-page thesis manuscript I had completed. Being able to do a thorough 

overview of my progress was helpful to see how much I still need to do and how I should 

prioritize my time.  

Moving forward, I plan to make finishing touches on the three-fingered brown-

throated sloth model as well as completing the educational materials. The finishing touches 

include adding fur to the head and face, attaching the eyes and nose securely, inserting 
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claws, constructing the base of the tree, and adding moss and leaves. I do not plan to create 

a Hoffman’s sloth for my official thesis due to time constraints. To create a realistic version 

of the brown-throated sloth, time must be made for revision and detailing. Additionally, I 

plan to complete educational materials that cover information for both sloth species and 

bring conservation awareness to the audience. Since the target audience is children in 

kindergarten through eighth grade, visuals will be important to balance alongside text. 

Information included in the textual aspect of the educational materials are influenced by 

the facts that Steve from the Creature Conservancy shared. I am choosing to take his 

presentation as a guide because the program is tailored for those of many ages and 

contains accurate information that I have found from other sources. To bring interaction 

and conversation to the educational materials, I plan to make a scent game that for people 

to learn about the olfactory-oriented sense of sloths.  

This week I was able to begin the final touches on the brown-throated sloth. Hair 

has been applied to the head, and tissue paper has been applied to the face. A newly 

constructed nose and mouth have been molded to the face and set. The final set of claws 

have been made and are now ready to be attached. Sam Trull was also able to sent a set of 

measurements for adult and baby sloths. According to Sam, the average three-fingered 

sloth measures 23.62 inches in length, has a 2-inch tail, arms that measure 16.54 inches 

including claws, and legs that are on average 12.60 inches.  These measurements helped 

confirm the length of limbs that I created for the brown-throated sloth and will guide any 

future recreations of the sloth model.  
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Week of March 28th 

There are certain finishing touches that must be made to the sloth to depict it as a 

wild sloth. Since wild sloths grow algae within their fur, they are often tinged green. Using 

Gold Open Acrylic paint in the colors yellow ochre and ultramarine blue, I created a green 

that I applied to the body. I also repainted the claws to have a lighter-beige tone since 

brown-throated sloths have lighter claws. I used a knife and tacky glue and inserted the 

claws directly into the foam arms.  

Next, I took steps to completing the face of the sloth. First, I remolded clay for the 

mouth and nose, inserting into the sockets made. The clay was allowed to set for a day. I 

then painted both the nose and mouth black. Lastly, I worked on applying fur to the face of 

the sloth model. Using 100% felting wool, I felted wool into the foam face. The colors came 

in white, cream, brown, black, gold, and gray. I used each color on the appropriate parts of 

the face (Fig. 14). Ultimately, the face will not be exactly accurate to a real sloth, but the 

coloration and adhesion is of a quality that I did not expect to achieve with my first try.   

 

Fig. 14, Sloth with wool fur applied to the face. 
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A final task for the week was starting on the educational materials layout. I created 

the layout for the ID card that will accompany the brown-throated sloth model (Fig. 15). I 

also decided upon the name for the sloth model, Tré. This name is meant to hint to the 

number, trés, which is Spanish for three. Since Tré is a three-fingered sloth, it will be a good 

connection to his anatomy. 

 

Fig. 15, First draft of ID Card for Tré. 

 

Week of April 4th 

 There are two main parts that will allow the sloth model to come together. The 

foundation and the sloth. To create an environment around the sloth, I needed to gather 

greenery that would match the scene of Costa Rica. I went to Hobby Lobby and purchased 

four different fake plants that complement each other and will be used to decorate the 

forest floor around the base of the tree as well as on the tree. Once the tree trunk is 

attached to the baseboard, I will arrange and attach all the greenery.  
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 Another focus of the week was the educational materials. After meeting with Tom, I 

decided to go to Penzey’s Spices to gather some extracts for the scent game. I will create te 

scent game in collaboration with Ashley Owens, a science writer on the Conservation Tales 

team. We will work together to create the education guide for teachers who may like to 

recreate the scent game, called “What’s that Smell?” Altogether, I have gathered six scents 

for use in the game. The scents are lemon, orange, almond, and banana extract as well as 

oregano and rosemary herbs. I will house the scents in film canisters holding a cotton ball. 

For the herbs, the cotton ball will serve as a covering layer so that a guesser will not see the 

herb. For the extracts, the cotton ball will absorb the scent so that it is not free flowing 

within the canister. I will label each canister with letters so that only those hosting the 

game will know the correct answers. Overall, the game will help guide players to 

understand how hard it can be to detect a scent, which is a genetic skill of sloths. 

 

Week of April 11th 

This week I am focusing on putting the final touches on my sloth model. I have taken 

the brown wool and applied it to the throat. I also made finishing touches to the other parts 

of the face with small wisps of wool. I wrapped the eyes in another layer of clay so that the 

sloth has eyelids. For the pads of the paws, I will be working on each arm one day at a time. 

I have chosen to create one pad at a time due to the drying nature of the clay. Since it is air-

drying, the clay needs to rest in the exact positions for 24 hours to cure. This means that I 

must shape the clay to each arm and have the model lay in a position that does not disrupt 

the pad or cause it to fall due to gravity. In Figure 16, the sloth is laying on its right side, and 

the pad for the right foot is curing.  
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Fig. 16, Right food pad curing while the sloth is repositioned on its side. 

 

Week of April 18th 

 The final steps toward completing the model are the focus for this week. I started off 

by using three l-shaped metal brackets to support the tree trunk and the weight of the 

sloth. Since the trunk is made of foam, I used a Velcro command strip to connect each 

bracket instead of screws (Fig. 17). The screws were only used on the wood base. Next, I 

used a wooden golf-tee and a string to support the sloth on the tree. I decided to make the 

sloth removable for transportation purposes and showing purposes. The sloth weighs 

approximately 3.5 pounds, so it did not need a significant hook for support. Then, I 

connected three fake foliage plants to the metal brackets using thin wire. The wire will 

keep the foliage branches in place to hide the brackets. I added moss to the floor of the 

forest and top of the trunk to further conceal certain parts of the environment.  
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Fig. 17, Bracket construction to support the trunk and sloth 

 

 Another focus of this week is completing the educational materials. I wrote the 

content for the sloth information sheet and supplemental illustrations and photos were 

created or gathered. I drew all digital illustrations, and one painted illustration was created 

by Cydney Davidson, the illustrator for sloths on the Conservation Tales team. Images are 

under creative commons. The full text for the sloth information sheet is as follows: 

One of the first things you’ll learn about sloths is their number of toes. Or is it fingers? There are three-

fingered sloths & two-fingered sloths. Think about it as their fingers are closer to their head, just like humans. 

Sloths use their fingers to hang from trees. They sleep like this too. Sloths sleep in trees because they eat leaves. 

Sloths are arboreal folivores…or tree dwellers and leaf-eaters. Once a week, a sloth goes down to the ground to 

poop. Sloth poop is perfect for the cryptoses moth. The moth will lay eggs in the poop. Then, the moth will return 

to the sloth for its nitrogen-rich fur. A sloth’s fur is green because there is algae. Algae grows because a sloth 

moves very slow. The three-fingered sloth moves the slowest of all mammals! Moving slow also protects sloths 

from predators like the harpy eagle. Sloths are truly sneaky ninjas. Many trees are being cut down in rainforests, 

where sloths live. Gaps in the trees leave sloths in danger. Sometimes sloths will climb on powerlines, thinking it 
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is a tree. You can help sloths by donating to organizations like The Sloth Institute, that fund sloth speedways, 

firefighter rescue training, and powerline guards. 

 The written content for the information sheet is for an audience of children in 

kindergarten through eighth grade, so it must be clear and understandable. Educators 

checked the language to confirm that it was appropriate for the audience.  

 

Week of April 25th 

 This week, I am wrapping up my work and photographing the sloth model. I 

photographed the model in the two greenhouses at Ball State. I chose to take the final 

images of the sloth in this location to give the sloth an environment. Since the model is 

meant to be of a wild sloth, depicting it surrounded by foliage will send the message of how 

a sloth is meant to be out in a rainforest. Additionally, I will be printing final copies of the 

sloth ID card and sloth information sheet. These printouts will be used at outreach events 

with Conservation Tales and at the First Thursday event in Made In Muncie Pottery on May 

5, 2022. At First Thursday, Tré will be on display alongside the Conservation Tales 

exhibition at Made in Muncie Pottery from 5 to 8pm. 

 

 

Results 

The results of my Creative Honors Thesis consist of a model of a brown-throated 

sloth (Fig. 18), a sloth information sheet (Fig. 19), a sloth identification card (Fig. 20), and a 

scent-guessing game (Fig. 21). I included images of each on the following pages.  
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Fig. 18, The brown-throated three-fingered sloth model 
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Fig. 19, The sloth information sheet 
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Fig. 20, The sloth identification card 

 

Fig. 21, What’s that Smell? Scent-guessing game 



34 
 

Conclusion & Discussion 

 In designing the route of my project, I wanted to capture key moments of my 

journey for readers. I decided that the best way to share this was using a journal-style 

writing for my process analysis statement. Above is a week-by-week collection starting 

with the first week of the Spring 2022 semester. As the weeks progress, my ideas unravel, 

change, and develop. As I learned more about sloths, visited zoos, and built my sloth model, 

I continued to alter my approach to the project to arrive at the best possible result. Once I 

decided to focus on making only a single sloth model, I changed the focus of my project and 

had a clearer path toward the end. I removed the two-fingered sloth from the official plans, 

but I still have the foam figure ready, the fur dyed, and much of that progress I documented 

within the process analysis. I left the progress I made for the second model in my thesis 

because it contributed to what I learned, and the first model would not be what it is 

without that progress. Once I move forward with completing the second model, it will 

become an extension of my project.  

One of the most significant realizations I had throughout this process was the 

unpredictability of research and how much a project can change through time. I learned 

more about sloths, and I will continue to learn more as the animal is further studied. The 

differences between the two-fingered and three-fingered species are much more than I had 

originally thought, and this caused the making of each sloth model even more distinct and 

specific. 

Another realization that I had was the cost of the sloth models. Initially I did not 

know how to anticipate what the cost may be, so I kept track of each purchase that I made 

throughout the semester. Once I completed the brown-throated sloth model, my total stood 
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at over three hundred dollars. I also used materials that I already owned to create the 

model. Aware of the cost of the project and the dedication that I still had, I hoped to receive 

the Trimmer Creative Thesis Scholarship. Although I did not receive it, I have no regrets 

with buying higher quality materials to create the sloth models.  

Ultimately, the goal of my project is to bring awareness to wild sloths and their need 

for conservation actions. I achieved this goal through the model in tandem with the 

educational materials. The model serves as a connection point for the viewer and creates 

intrigue in the project and the process. With the research I have done, the informational 

materials support the model and add to the viewers understanding of sloths and one of the 

main conservation actions. My project contains multiple routes for curiosity and learning, 

which is ideal for people who learn through more than style. The model is tactile and 

mimics the look and feel of a wild sloth and its environment.  

The only major setback throughout my process was the inability to travel to Costa 

Rica for research. Since I was only able to see Linnaeus two-fingered sloths at various zoos, 

I was very limited in my idea of a sloth, especially a wild sloth. The brown-throated sloth is 

three-fingered, and research has shown that there are major differences between the two-

fingered sloths and three-fingered sloths. My model is influenced by both species due to the 

nature of my in-person research. I will be donating my three-fingered sloth model to 

Conservation Tales, and it will be on display at Ball State University in various buildings for 

years to come. All that I have learned from this project will guide my future with sculpture 

and modeling related to wildlife conservation, and I hope to create another sloth model of 

the two-fingered species for all to learn about and share. 
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