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DESIGN CHALLENGE: TUNNEL VISION
Prairie dogs are adorable. But more importantly, 
they play an essential part in the ecosystem and live 
fascinating lives!  In “Welcome to Prairie Dog Town” 
on pages 6–11, we learned that prairie dogs share 
space with an active community of family members…
and predators! They design their burrows as comfy 
homes, with specific chambers to keep them safe from 
predators and weather.  Have students pretend that 
they are prairie dogs. Then, using what they learned 
from the story, they should design their own burrows 
with features to keep them safe and comfortable.

PICK YOUR POISON!
As we read in “Nobody Bothers Me” on pages 
14–19, many animals have developed fascinating (and 
sometimes deadly!) venomous adaptations to capture 
prey or to defend themselves. While the creatures 
in this article are all found in the ocean, venomous 
animals are found in various habitats. Have students 
research what venomous creatures may live in their 
state or region using the questions below. Then have 
them choose how they’d like to share what they’ve 
learned. Suggestions include storytelling, a digital 
presentation, or a work of art. 

• In which habitats do these animals live?
•  How do these animals disperse their venom? Do they 

use their venom primarily to subdue prey, protect 
themselves, or both?

•  No bad guys! Have students discuss how even 
venomous creatures play an important role in nature.

•  Have students imagine they are venomous creatures, 
either ones that exists or ones they imagine. Have 
them describe the creatures’ characteristics and 
behavior.

WILD NEIGHBORS 
In “Central Park” on pages 20–22, Rick, Scarlett, and 
Boomer had an exciting time exploring New York City’s 
Central Park. It may be surprising to encounter wildlife 
in the middle of a city, but parks and yards can provide 
an inviting habitat for animals. Help your students find 
opportunities to discover local urban wildlife:

•  Have the class discuss animals they have seen in 
their yards, neighborhoods, schoolyards, and parks 
and brainstorm about other animals who may live 
nearby. Better yet, take a walk with students to see 
what animals can be discovered!

•  Discuss what animals need to live in a particular 
habitat (food, water, shelter, and a place to raise 
young). Ask students to think about the animals 
they’ve seen locally: What are some examples of 
how these animals are finding what they need? 
How can humans help support the needs of 
wildlife in the city?

TAG—YOU’RE IT! 
In the article “Bird Girl” on pages 33–35, ten-year-old 
Ayla travels to Africa to band vultures with her father. 
Tagging and banding wildlife are key methods scientists 
use to learn more about animals’ habits, travels, and lives. 
This helps scientists understand the animals better and 
protect them more effectively. 

But to make a difference for wildlife, you don’t have 
to travel all the way to Africa! Programs like this occur 
worldwide, and there are likely some opportunities 
in your community.  Have students research wildlife 
monitoring and citizen science opportunities online or 
contact their state wildlife or natural resources agency to 
find volunteer opportunities.
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by Kathy Kranking

That’s what the ocean animals in this story might say.

AND THEY’D BE MOSTLY 
RIGHT! Other creatures usu-

ally steer clear of the animals 

you’re about to meet. That’s 

because they all have a secret 

weapon: venom. Venom is a 

kind of poison that comes 

from an animal’s bite or sting. 

It can hurt, paralyze, or even 

kill. Venom isn’t foolproof, 

though, because some ani-

mals aren’t bothered by some 

kinds of venom. But if you’re 

not big and strong, don’t have 

teeth and claws, or aren’t 

very quick, venom can come 

in pretty handy! These ani-

mals all use venom to defend 

themselves 
from preda-
tors, and 
many use it 
to catch prey, as 

well. Keep reading to 

meet them up close—but not 

too close!

BURT JONES & MAURINE SHIMLOCK/SECRET SEA VISIONS

This lionfish looks pretty, 
with its “mane” of fancy fins. 

But those fins hold a hidden 

danger. Inside each of them 

is a long, venomous spine. If 

anything tries to attack the 
lionfish—zap!—the spines 
deliver a painful sting.

FEARSOME FINSFEARSOME FINS

In “Nobody Bothers Me” on pages 14–19, you learned 
about some fascinating ocean creatures that use some 
deadly tricks! Match each ocean creature below with the 
way it uses its venom to hunt prey and defend itself.

OCEAN CREATURE

HABITAT

PREY

CONSERVATION STATUS

HOW VENOM IS USED

Lionfish

Blue-ringed octopus

Box jellyfish

Stonefish

Cone snail

Sea krait

Sharp fangs that shoot venom

Venomous spines on back

Stinging spines in fins

Venomous “harpoon” that shoots from mouth

Tentacles lined with venomous stingers

Two kinds of venom in saliva paralyze or kill

Pick one animal to learn more about. Draw and name the creature in the box below 
and provide information about its habitat, prey and current conservation status



FUNGUS FACTS
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Fungi are fun and fascinating! After reading “Fungus Among 
Us” on pages 24–30, see how many fungus facts you know 
below. If you come across a false answer, rewrite it to make 
it true.
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by Ellen Lambeth

What are these crazy, creepy, curious things?
What are these crazy, creepy, curious things?

Fungus AmFungus Amoonngg us us

A tree could be listening to you. 

At least, it looks that way, with 
this ear fungus growing from  
the tree’s bark.

This isn’t called yellow 
brain fungus for nothing! 
It also goes by golden jelly 
fungus and witch’s butter.

TT       hey’re neither animals nor plants. They’re in 

a group of living things called fungi (FUN-jeye). 

You can also pronounce that as “fun guy” or “fun 

gee.” No matter how you say their name, fungi are 

fun to discover. And if you’re talking about only 

one of them, you would call it a fungus. 

 You’ll recognize many fungi as mushrooms-

those that grow stalks with caps. Check out these 

colorful amanitas, for example. You can look, but 

you’d better not touch-or taste. That’s because, 

like many mushrooms, they’re poisonous! A 

relative of this amanita even goes by the name 

“death cap.” 

 Now take a look at some fungi that aren’t 

mushrooms. These look more like . . . body  

parts? Happy Halloween!

sHHH . . .sHHH . . .

KnoW- KnoW- 
  IT-ALL  IT-ALL

Is someone trying to dig his way 

out of the ground? That’s what you 

might think if you came across the 

fungus called dead man’s fingers. 

YIKEs!YIKEs!
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The main part of a fungus is a rootlike structure called a mycelium.

A mycelium is very easy to spot.

Some fungi smell gross to attract insects that will carry spores away to grow new fungi.

Spores are the seed-like part of a fungus that can spread by wind, rain or being 
carried by animals.

Scientists think that some mushrooms glow in the dark so it’s easier for humans to 
find their way through the woods at night.

Even if the middle of an underground mycelium dies, the living edges can still 
continue to sprout a ring of mushrooms that grows bigger over the years.
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