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INTRODUCTION

« WHO AM I? WHAT IS ACORN ACRES?

I’'m a Certified Wildlife Rehabilitator with 15 years of
experience, and the Founder & Executive Director of Acorn
Acres Wildlife Rehabilitation in Lancaster, PA. | specialize in
neonatal to juvenile care for squirrels, groundhogs, rabbits and
small prey mammals. We also rehabilitate Virginia opossums —
but more than anything, I'm someone who gets to wake up
every day and live her dream. Helping wildlife isn’t just what |
do... it's who | am.

Acorn Acres is Lancaster County’s first commercial or non-
residential wildlife rehabilitation and education facility. Since
opening in 2021, we’ve raised 593 squirrels under 3 weeks old
(sick, healthy, injured) with a 95.27% success rate. That success
comes from consistent protocols, dedicated volunteers, and the



belief that every tiny life deserves a real chance to thrive. We
focus on doing the basics exceptionally well.



WHY THIS TOPIC
MATTERS

Neonatal squirrels are among the most common species admitted to

rehab.
Their fragility means rehabbers must be precise, consistent, and

evidence-based.
This presentation goes beyond the basics—focusing on innovation,

efficiency, and outcomes.



WHY THIS TOPIC MATTERS

* BECAUSE THE BOTTLE IS ONLY THE BEGINNING.

* MOST REHABBERS LEARN HOW TO FEED A BABY SQUIRREL,
BUT THRIVING REQUIRES FAR MORE THAN FORMULA.

» WHAT HAPPENS AFTER THE BOTTLE DETERMINES...

NEONATES SURVIVE & THRIVE ON THE BOTTLE.

JUVENILES THRIVE BECAUSE OF EVERYTHING THAT COMES
AFTER IT.

Bone strength

Muscle development

Gl stability

Natural behaviors

Stress resilience

Social skills

Release readiness

Long-term survival in the wild



WHY THIS TOPIC MATTERS

* WHY IT MATTERS FOR REHABBERS

* MANY COMPLICATIONS WE SEE IN JUVENILES ARE NOT ““MEDICAL
PROBLEMS" THEY'RE DEVELOPMENTAL PROBLEMS.

* OVERHANDLING, POOR CAGE PROGRESSION, INCORRECT DIET
SHIFTS, AND LIMITED ENRICHMENT CREATE PREVENTABLE FAILURES.

* STRONG POST-BOTTLE CARE REDUCES BURNOUT BY CREATING
PREDICTABLE ROUTINES AND HEALTHIER BABIES.

* BETTER SYSTEMS = FEWER EMERGENCIES, FEWER SETBACKS, MORE
CONFIDENT VOLUNTEERS, AND STRONGER RELEASE CANDIDATES.




WHY THIS TOPIC MATTERS

 WHY IT MATTERS FOR WILDLIFE
* A SQUIRREL'S SURVIVAL DEPENDS ON:
CONFIDENCE CLIMBING SKILL | NEST-BUILDING FEAR OF

ABILITY HUMANS
PROBLEM- STRENGTH AND  FAMILIARITY WEATHER
SOLVING STAMINA WITH NATURAL TOLERANCE
FOODS

THESE SKILLS CANNOT BE TAUGHT BY A BOTITLE.
THEY ARE BUILT THROUGH ENVIRONMENT, STRUCTURE, AND THE
DEVELOPMENTAL CHOICES WE GIVE THEM EVERY SINGLE DAY.







MOVING FROM THRIVING NEONATES — JUVENILE EXCELLENCE

THE TRANSITION OFF FORMULA
HEALTHY G| DEVELOPMENT
ENCOURAGING NATURAL BEHAVIORS
CORRECT NUTRITION PROGRESSION
CAGE PROGRESSION & ENVIRONMENT DESIGN
SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT
MINIMIZING COMPLICATIONS
PREPARING A RELEASE-READY SQUIRREL

The transition off formula

Behavior-based weaning prevents bloat, diarrhea, stress, and Gl
crashes.

Proper weaning supports chewing, digestion, and
thermoregulation - essential for release.

Healthy Gl development

Juveniles must adapt from milk - solids - wild foods.
Proper timing builds strong gut flora and reduces failure-to-
thrive cases.

Gl health drives immune strength, growth, and resilience.
Encouraging natural behaviors

Climbing, chewing, exploring, and social interaction map the
wild brain.

Without them: weak grip, poor coordination, fear issues, or



habituation.

Correct nutrition progression

Rodent block - greens - browse - natural foods.

Avoid early fruit/sugar to prevent Gl upset and bad food
preferences.

Cage progression & environment design

Small - medium - large - outdoor pre-release mirrors natural
development.

Builds balance, strength, nest skills, predator awareness.

Social development

Squirrels need peers to reduce stress and build normal behavior.
Singletons often develop anxiety, human bonding, and delayed
skills.

Minimizing complications

Most juvenile issues are preventable with structure, routine, and
proper environment.

Preparing a release-ready squirrel

Release is about ability, not age.

Competence in nest building, climbing, foraging, fear response,
and weather tolerance.



THE TRANSITIONAL WINDOW

* AGES ~4-7 WEEKS: EYES OPEN-MOBILITY-EARLY CLIMBING

FASTEST PHYSICAL + NEUROLOGICAL GROWTH
INSTINCTS + INDEPENDENCE EMERGING

SOCIAL BONDS FORM

HIGHLY SENSITIVE TO STRESS + ENVIRONMENT
MISTAKES NOW = LONG-TERM DEVELOPMENTAL ISSUES

This window shapes the squirrel’s entire trajectory.
Bones harden rapidly, muscle tone develops, they begin to

climb, chew, and explore and their brain is mapping everything.

What you provide (or fail to provide) here shows up later as
poor coordination, fearfulness, human bonding, or delayed

release.

This is not a passive stage; juveniles need structure, challenge,

and proper social dynamics.



TRANSITION OFF FORMULA

* FoOLLOW BEHAVIOR, NOT AGE

DON'T WEAN BECAUSE THE CALENDAR SAYS SO - WEAN WHEN THE
SQUIRREL SAYS SO. LOOK FOR:

CONFIDENT CHEWING SOLID | STABLE STOOLS STRONG GRIP 10
CLIMBING FOODS
LONGER AWAKE A LOWER ABILITY TO NO SIGNS OF
PERIODS DEPENDENCE THERMOREGULATE | STRESS DURING
BEHAVIORS FEEDING INTERVALS

THIS PREVENTS PREMATURE WEANING, Gl CRASHES,
AND POOR WEIGHT GAIN.

CONFIDENT CLIMBING

CHEWING SOLID FOODS

STABLE STOOLS

STRONG GRIP

LONGER AWAKE PERIODS

LOWER DEPENDENCE BEHAVIORS

ABILITY TO THERMOREGULATE

NO SIGNS OF STRESS DURING FEEDING INTERVALS
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TRANSITION OFF FORMULA

* INTRODUCE SOLID FOODS BEFORE CUTTING FORMULA

*  YOU CANNOT REMOVE FORMULA IF THE GI TRACT IS NOT ALREADY
WORKING ON SOLIDS.

*  START WITH: 1
v/ RODENT BLOCK (ALWAYS FIRST - THE FOUNDATION)
v" FRESH LEAFY GREENS
v A SMALL AMOUNT OF HIGH-FIBER VEGETABLES
v BROWSE (BUDS, TWIGS, BARK, LEAVES)

Envigo, Henry’s, Kaytee, Harlan Teklad Mazuri Zupreme
DO NOT use Exotic Nutrition
DO NOT use anything from Squirrel Nutrition

We start them on brussel sprouts, kale, broccoli, and cauliflower

11



TRANSITION OFF FORMULA

* INTRODUCE SOLID FOODS BEFORE CUTTING FORMULA

*+ AvOID:
X FRUIT (UNTIL MUCH LATER)
X NUTS (NO EARLY ACCESS)
X SUGARY OR HIGH-WATER FOODS

12

SOLID FOOD MUST BE WELL ESTABLISHED BEFORE FORMULA DROPS.

Gotta get them eating the healthy foods before giving them the
snickers bars.

This includes empty carbs like cheerios. Waste of time and
money, feed a quality rodent block.
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TRANSITION OFF FORMULA

» REDUCE ONLY ONE BOTTLE AT A TIME

* THIS IS WHERE MOST REHABBERS GO WRONG - THEY DROP TOO MUCH,
TOO FAST. A SAFE SCHEDULE LOOKS LIKE THIS:

Week 6-7 Week 7-8 Week 8-10 Week 10-12 13

»Remove »Remove » Slowly » Fully
the mid- morning space out weaned
day bottle bottle evenings » Formula
> Keep > Keep only > Offer only if only if
morning + evening they solicit medically
evening bottle indicated
bottles

THIS PREVENTS BLOATING, SOUR STOMACH, DIARRHEA, AND FRANTIC BEGGING.
A

At Acorn Acres our schedule best works when we cut the
evening feeds first. We have more volunteers in the morning so
we can get all of the feeds done timely.

This is an EXAMPLE ONLY

The baby will guide you. If they are begging for formula it means
they need formula and you should give it to them.
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TRANSITION OFF FORMULA

e USE “Hort vs. CoLD BOTTLE BEHAVIOR” TO GUIDE YOU

* THIS IS AN ADVANCED TRICK EXPERIENCED REHABBERS USE INTUITIVELY:

* A SQUIRREL WHO IS NOT READY FOR WEANING WILL:
* LATCH AGGRESSIVELY 1
e FINISH THE SYRINGE QUICKLY
e ACT FRANTIC
* SEARCH AFTER FEEDING
» CRY OR PACE
SHOW HIGH DEPENDENCE BEHAVIORS

Nipple biting can actually be both — I’'m frantic or I’'m done being
a baby



TRANSITION OFF FORMULA

e USE “Hort vs. CoLD BOTTLE BEHAVIOR” TO GUIDE YOU
e A SQUIRREL WHO IS READY WILL;

SIP SLOWLY

NOT FINISH THE SYRINGE N
LOSE INTEREST QUICKLY

PREFER CHEWING SOLID FOODS

SKIP BOTTLES WHEN BUSY EXPLORING

THEIR BEHAVIOR TELLS YOU EVERYTHING.

If you offer a syringe and they have solid food in their mouth
and don’t drop it immediately...the squirrel might be ready to

wean!
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CORRECT NUTRITIONAL PROGRESSION

* FORMULA STILL MATTERS — BUT SHOULDN'T DOMINATE
*  START TRANSITIONAL FOODS SLOWLY AND INTENTIONALLY
* RODENT BLOCK IS THE FOUNDATION
*  GREENS + BROWSE BUILD HEALTHY GUT + JAW STRENGTH '

* AVOID EARLY FRUIT: PREVENTS SUGAR ADDICTION & Gl INSTABILITY

GOAL: STRONG Gl FLORA + NATURAL CHEWING PATTERNS

Nutrition is not just calories it’s development.

The timing of introducing solids directly affects bone density,
muscle development, gut bacteria, and chewing strength.
Introducing fruit too early derails everything: they become
sugar-seekers, ignore rodent block, and develop chronic soft
stools and calcium issues.

This phase sets the stage for long-term health and survival.
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GI STABILITY: WHAT IT LOOKS LIKE

*  WHAT IT LOOKS LIKE:

HEALTHY STOOLS: FIRM, FORMED, PREDICTABLE
STABLE WEIGHT GAIN
NO BLOATING OR SOUR SMELL v

SMOOTH TRANSITIONS BETWEEN FOOD TYPES

Gl STABILITY REQUIRES ROUTINE, LIMITS, AND CORRECT CA:P BALANCE

The Gl tract is one of the most sensitive systems in a developing
squirrel.

When it’s stable, everything thrives: growth, immunity, appetite,
behavior, mood.

When it’s unstable, you’ll see irritability, stunted growth,
dehydration, and increased medical needs.

Gl problems during this stage are developmental, not “random
events,” and almost always preventable with predictable
routines and controlled food progression.
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FORMULA WEANING: SLOW, ADAPTIVE, EVIDENCE-BASED

* SLOW, ADAPTIVE, EVIDENCE-BASED
* WEAN BASED ON BEHAVIOR NOT AGE
* WATCH CLIMBING ABILITY, CHEWING SKILL, STOOL QUALITY
* REDUCE ONE BOTILE AT A TIME 2

e 10-12 WEEKS: NATURAL FINAL BOTTLE FADE

SMOOTH WEANING — STABLE G| + CONFIDENT JUVENILES

Rushing weaning causes stress screaming, Gl crashes, weight
drops, and increased human dependence.

Behavior-based weaning respects the individual animal’s
developmental pace.

The final bottle isn’t just nutrition... it’s emotional comfort.
Removing it before they’re ready creates attachment issues or
anxious, underdeveloped juveniles.

Let the last bottle fade naturally as their confidence and activity
increase.

18



SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

* WHY IT’S CRITICAL
* SQUIRRELS ARE SOCIAL UNTIL 4-6 MONTHS OLD
 PAIRS/GROUPS REDUCE STRESS + IMPROVE LEARNING
¢ SOCIAL PLAY = BRAIN DEVELOPMENT b/
* SINGLETONS OFTEN DELAYED, ANXIOUS, OR HUMAN-BONDED

SOCIALIZATION IS MEDICINE, NOT A LUXURY

Social learning is one of the biggest predictors of success in the
wild.

Play strengthens muscles, teaches bite inhibition, shapes fear
responses, and builds confidence.

Singletons frequently become anxious, overconfident, or overly

attached to humans all of which affect release outcomes.
Proper social grouping improves emotional and physical
development dramatically.

19



ENVIRONMENTAL ENRICHMENT

 BUILDING A WILD BRAIN
«  MOVEMENT + EXPLORATION DRIVE BRAIN DEVELOPMENT
o OFFER BRANCHES, TEXTURES, HIDES, CLIMBING CHALLENGES
«  ROTATE OBJECTS TO PREVENT BOREDOM 2

* ENCOURAGE CHEWING + PROBLEM-SOLVING

“A SPARCE ENVIRONMENT GROWS A STUPID SQUIRREL"

Environmental enrichment is not optional it’s neuroscience.
Squirrels learn by interacting with complexity.

Without challenge, their coordination, grip strength, and
cognitive processing suffer.

Overly simple/sparce environments produce timid, clumsy
juveniles who falter outdoors.

Variety + natural materials grow a confident wild mind.
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CAGE PROGRESSION

* THE BLUEPRINT FOR THRIVING
* STAGE 1:SMALL, SAFE, LOW HEIGHT
* STAGE 2: MEDIUM, MORE CLIMBING + EXPLORATION
« STAGE 3: LARGE OUTDOOR ENCLOSURE &

» OUTDOOR EXPOSURE BUILDS STRENGTH, INSTINCTS, WEATHER
TOLERANCE

PROPER CAGE PROGRESSION = ESSENTIAL, NOT OPTIONAL

Each stage must match developmental need.

Too-small cages stunt muscle development and coordination.
Too-large too soon increases injury.

Outdoor pre-release cages are where instincts sharpen: weather
resilience, predator awareness, nest building.

Release success correlates directly with the quality and duration
of time spent in the outdoor enclosure.
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CAGE PROGRESSION: STAGE 1

No-auto-shutoff heating

pad — under HALF of

~ container
— e —

Each stage must match developmental need.

Too-small cages stunt muscle development and coordination.
Too-large too soon increases injury.

Outdoor pre-release cages are where instincts sharpen: weather
resilience, predator awareness, nest building.

Release success correlates directly with the quality and duration
of time spent in the outdoor enclosure.
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CAGE PROGRESSION: STAGE 2

Fuzzy Bin
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Each stage must match developmental need.

Too-small cages stunt muscle development and coordination.
Too-large too soon increases injury.

Outdoor pre-release cages are where instincts sharpen: weather
resilience, predator awareness, nest building.

Release success correlates directly with the quality and duration
of time spent in the outdoor enclosure.
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CAGE PROGRESSION: STAGE 3

Each stage must match developmental need.

Too-small cages stunt muscle development and coordination.
Too-large too soon increases injury.

Outdoor pre-release cages are where instincts sharpen: weather
resilience, predator awareness, nest building.

Release success correlates directly with the quality and duration
of time spent in the outdoor enclosure.
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CAGE PROGRESSION: STAGE 3

Each stage must match developmental need.

Too-small cages stunt muscle development and coordination.
Too-large too soon increases injury.

Outdoor pre-release cages are where instincts sharpen: weather
resilience, predator awareness, nest building.

Release success correlates directly with the quality and duration
of time spent in the outdoor enclosure.
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CAGE PROGRESSION: STAGE 4 & OUTDOOR
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Each stage must match developmental need.

Too-small cages stunt muscle development and coordination.
Too-large too soon increases injury.

Outdoor pre-release cages are where instincts sharpen: weather
resilience, predator awareness, nest building.

Release success correlates directly with the quality and duration
of time spent in the outdoor enclosure.
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CAGE PROGRESSION: STAGE 4 & OUTDOOR

27

Each stage must match developmental need.

Too-small cages stunt muscle development and coordination.
Too-large too soon increases injury.

Outdoor pre-release cages are where instincts sharpen: weather
resilience, predator awareness, nest building.

Release success correlates directly with the quality and duration
of time spent in the outdoor enclosure.
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BEHAVIORAL MARKERS

* BEHAVIORAL MARKERS OF A THRIVING JUVENILE

STRONG GRIP + CONFIDENT CLIMBING

NATURAL HUMAN FEAR

REGULAR NEST BUILDING %
HEALTHY SOCIAL INTERACTIONS

CURIOSITY WITHOUT DEPENDENCY

STABLE WEIGHT + PREDICTABLE ROUTINE

BEHAVIOR IS THE REAL METRIC OF READINESS
a

Thriving juveniles show independence, alertness, problem-
solving, and appropriate wariness.
They sleep well, explore confidently, and interact normally with

peers.

A thriving squirrel acts like a squirrel not a pet, not a baby, and
not a human-focused animal.
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ENCOURAGING NATURAL BEHAVIORS

.29
/]

Grip strength — use cages with vertical bars not horizontal!
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AVOIDING THE OVERCONFIDENT JUVENILE TRAP

* AVOIDING THE TRAP

*  APPROACHING HANDS, NO FEAR = RED FLAGS

*  HUMAN BONDING = HIGH-RISK RELEASE

«  PREVENT WITH HANDLING LIMITS %

* PROMOTE INDEPENDENCE + PEER RELIANCE

*  USE FEEDING PORTS TO REDUCE CONTACT

PREVENTING HABITUATION IS EASIER THAN CORRECTING IT.

The “super friendly juvenile” is not cute it’s in danger.

These squirrels are the ones that run up pant legs, enter houses,

or get too close to people.

Their risk of predation and human conflict skyrockets.
Every interaction should reinforce wild, not tame.
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RELEASE SKILLS

* THE WILD COMPETENCY CHECKLIST

BUILDS + REPAIRS NESTS

CLIMBS VERTICALLY WITH CONFIDENCE

FORAGES NATURAL FOODS ¥
MAINTAINS WEIGHT OUTDOORS

SHOWS HEALTHY HUMAN FEAR

REACTS APPROPRIATELY TO SOUND/STIMULUS

SLEEPS IN SELF-BUILT NEST

Release readiness is about competence... not age, not weight, not
“looking old enough.”

A release-ready squirrel demonstrates survival behaviors: building
shelter, navigating branches, reacting to threats, and maintaining

energy.

If they struggle in any one of these areas, they won’t succeed

outside.
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COMMON MISTAKE THAT PREVENT THRIVING

*  WEANING TOO FAST

*  EARLY FRUIT — GI INSTABILITY

*  OVERHANDLING — HABITUATION

»  NOT ENOUGH ENRICHMENT OR CLIMBING CHALLENGE 32
*  SKIPPING CAGE PROGRESSION

»  KEEPING SINGLETONS TOO LONG

*  EARLY RELEASE

»  CALCIUM IMBALANCE (CA:P OFF)

PREVENTING THESE MISTAKES DRAMATICALLY RAISES SUCCESS RATES.

Most failures in juvenile rehab are not medical they’re structural
mistakes: too much fruit, too much human interaction, too little
climbing, too early release.

These create predictable problems: poor bone density,
fearlessness, weak muscles, and human-dependent behavior.
Preventing these mistakes dramatically raises success rates.
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FINAL THOUGHTS: RAISING A WILD MIND

* THRIVING HAPPENS IN:
» THE SPACE
* THE STRUCTURE
» THE SOCIAL GROUP =
* THE CHOICES
* THE INSTINCTS

“SURVIVAL IS THE BEGINNING. THRIVING IS THE GOAL. RELEASE IS THE
REWARD.”

A thriving squirrel is not defined by the bottle it’s defined by
development: muscle, brain, instincts, confidence, and fear
where appropriate.

Our job is not to make them friendly. Our job is to make them
wild, capable, and ready.
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THANK YOU

THANK YOU FOR CARING DEEPLY ENOUGH TO
KEEP IMPROVING.

THANK YOU FOR SHOWING UP FOR THE TINIEST
PATIENTS WHO CAN'T TELL US WHAT HURTS.

AND THANK YOU FOR FIGHTING EVERY DAY
TO RETURN WILD LIVES BACK TO THE WILD.
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