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By Edith Couchman

WHY SHOULD CHILDREN LISTEN when we 
offer to share information about nature? If we tell 
them clearly that we’re trying to transmit TRUE 

stories about the world in which they live, will they gain 
interest and actually pay attention? If we explain to them 
that knowing about non-human beings is vital because, in 
fact, their own individual lives are linked in profound ways 
to the lives of all inhabitants of the planet, will they try to 
understand? If we urge them to listen because we are paren-
tally-sanctioned ‘Teachers’ and their families and communi-
ties want them to learn what we’re trying to teach, will this 
motivate them? Perhaps it will if we’re lucky. More likely it 
will not. 
 Our rationales and appeals to youngsters’ sense of won-
der and connection with the natural world may go unheeded, 
depending on each child’s emotional context and individual 
history of socialization. If we try to catch a child’s attention 
by threatening negative consequences, the attention we’ll 

get will be sullen and resentful—not listening or learning of 
the best sort. However, if we invite students to play a genu-
inely engaging game with their friends that respects their 
developmental priorities, aren’t they more likely to follow 
along? Won’t a few more actually try to tune into the stream 
of words and distill these sounds into ideas and actions? I 
would wager that they will, and here are examples of two 
simple, almost archetypal games which together can be 
adapted to create opportunities for empathetic and enjoyable 
learning about animal life on earth. 

Frog Fortunes
Following a field trip to a wetland or some class time spent 
studying various amphibians, give your students an oppor-
tunity to try this activity. It’s best conducted outdoors 
but can easily be adapted to the confines of a classroom 
as needed. Students form teams that impersonate various 
species of frogs. Three or four frog teams work well, but if 
it’s a small class, two will suffice (teams need not be evenly 
divided). The assortment that I enjoy includes: green frogs, 
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bullfrogs, wood frogs and spring peepers. Children have to 
choose which frog they’ll pretend to be. Knowing this is an 
incentive for them to listen carefully as one introduces the 
characteristics of each species. 
 Once students have chosen their species, the newly 
minted ‘frogs’ assemble into species groups along a pre-
arranged starting line. At this point, I usually teach an 
approximation of each frog’s call: green frogs have a banjo-
like “gunk”; bullfrogs sound like “jug-a-rum” ; wood frogs 
“quack”; and spring peepers emit a high-pitched, sustained 
“peeeeep”.1 After discussing the role of calls in frog com-
munication, I explain that these calls can serve as each 
team’s ‘cheer’. I encourage the youngsters to use these 
sounds as they joke around and build team spirit. 
 Next, we explain that each group of frogs has just awak-
ened from winter hibernation. The groggy frogs are about to 
begin their perilous journey towards a peaceful ‘pond’ (the 
designated finish line). There, the frogs will feast on vari-
ous small invertebrates, find mates and eventually produce 
the next generation of froglets. Progress towards the breed-
ing pond is determined by drawing from a set of randomly 
arranged Frog Fortune Cards (see the cards at the end of this 
article). These cards describe some of the helps and harms 
real frogs might face during such travels. 
 The moderator (the teacher, or better, a student who likes 
to read and be dramatic) draws a card for each team and 
team members hop forwards or backwards in unison accord-
ing to the card’s instructions. (The cards provided apply to 
all frog species—they present events which might befall 
any type of frog.) Continue to draw cards for each group of 
frogs, always in the same order, as the teams progress across 
the field. The first team to reach the pond is victorious. 

Extension
Have students, independently or in teams, research the lives 
of frogs. Students can then compose their own event cards 
based on what they have learned. Youngsters could also 
create life-size frog illustrations for the cards before or after 
playing. This is a very effective way for them to assimilate 
and share new knowledge about all sorts of living creatures.
 As an activity, Frog Fortunes tends to be rather con-
trolled (except for the unpredictable sequence of event 
cards). The former quality can be an advantage, particularly 
when you are dealing with new students (such as a group 
visiting a nature center) or with youngsters who are being 
a bit obstreperous. One can, however, make the game more 

enjoyable—and not merely didactic—by emphasizing its 
competitive, team-bonding dimensions and the imaginative 
possibilities of pretending to be a frog. Urge the various frog 
species to call proudly in chorus prior to the reading of their 
Fortune Cards. Read the cards themselves theatrically.
 When the youngsters are actually playing, these direc-
tions have proved very helpful: Encourage the students 
to make astonishing (yet fair) leaps forward. Capture the 
interest of the more athletic individuals by allowing each 
team to move forward to the point that was reached by the 
team’s very best hopper. This policy helps keep each species 
group together on the playing field and prevents the kids 
who don’t jump particularly far from straggling behind and 
being singled out in a negative way. When one team finally 
arrives at the “pond of destiny”, conclude the game with a 
multi-species celebration featuring supportive frog vocaliza-
tions—not just from the winners. 

Traveling Frogs
After one or two rounds of Frog Fortunes, try a game with 
more opportunities for socializing, free choice, and exercise. 
Traveling Frogs is a game based on the traditional game of 
“tag”. Describe to your students a scenario in which the var-
ious frogs travel to a wooded area, damp meadow or pond 
to feed and breed. Establish a finish line to represent this 
enchanting destination. As before, the frogs must compete to 
reach the finish. This time, however, they will have to reach 
their goal individually, and they must avoid being tagged by 
one or more “Dangers” who are moving across the grounds. 
The youngsters could brainstorm to determine who these 
dangers are. Perhaps they will decide on Great Blue Herons, 
Minks, River Otters, Marsh Hawks, Saw-whet Owls or even 
cars, lawnmowers or toxic chemicals. 
 Students who volunteer or are chosen for these roles 
should try, if possible, to imitate the enemies being por-
trayed. Can they imagine some sound or gait that would 
characterize their particular danger? How do you imitate 
a pesticide spray? Line up the designated Dangers and 
describing their frightening characteristics to the Frogs 
before you start the actual game. This is an opportunity 
to pass along additional knowledge, since students will be 
listening as they try to register which of their classmates 
they’ll need to outrun. Select volunteers to serve as game 
monitors, who will observe the game to make sure proceed-
ings go fairly. This is a perfect role for any student who 
cannot run.

Genuinely engaging games create opportunities for empathetic and enjoyable learning about animal life on earth.
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Frog Fortune Cards 
(Frog fortune cards apply to all species)

Warm,	rainy	day	–	forward 3 hops

Catch a fly – forward 2 hops

Encounter a skunk! – back 2 hops

Meet a hungry Garter Snake – back 3 hops

Devour several small slugs – forward 2 hops

Highway – back 5 hops 

Find an earthworm – forward 3 hops

Blackflies for lunch – forward 3 hops

Cold weather. Since you’re an ectotherm, your muscles  
(and your metabolism in general) won’t work well if it’s 

too cold outside – lose a turn

Find a nice clump of tall wildflowers. Hide among their 
leaves during the hottest part of the day. Because you’ve 
sheltered here, no enemy can find you and your skin will 

not dry out – forward 3 hops

Catch a dragonfly that wasn’t paying attention  
– forward 2 hops

Munch on a cranefly – forward 2 hops

Nasty children tossing sticks – back 2 hops

Catch a mayfly – forward 1 hop

Cross a golf course during lawn mowing – back 3 hops

Find a tasty caterpillar – forward 3 hops

Encounter a menacing housecat – back 1 hop

Catch a slow Clouded Sulfur butterfly – forward 3 hops

Bulldozers have filled in a favorite pond that you  
used to visit. It’s been replaced with a shopping mall  

– back 6 hops

Gobble up a Rove Beetle that you find in the weeds  
– forward 3 hops

Hear other frogs calling – forward 4 hops

Bask in the sun for a while to improve your health (taking 
care not to dry out your skin!) – forward 2 hops

Catch a pillbug – forward 2 hops

Enjoy the morning dew. It keeps your skin moist and this 
is important because you breathe in oxygen through a 

thin layer of water on your skin – forward 3 hops

Race to escape from a dog – back 2 hops

Capture a small moth – forward 3 hops

Get toxic spray on your skin from pesticides applied to 
lawns or nearby fields. You become very sick for a while  

– back 5 hops

Encounter a large lawn with grass that’s clipped short  
(exposing you to danger from hawks flying overhead, as 

well as the drying sun) – back 2 hops

Avoid a raccoon by jumping into a nearby stream  
– lose a turn

A lovely, rainy night for traveling – forward 5 hops

Catch several gnats – forward 2 hops

Capture a Lightning Beetle – forward 3 hops

Cross a field that has lately been treated with a variety  
of toxic chemicals (such as glyphosate) that are often  

used as weed killers (herbicides) in large, industrialized 
agricultural operations – back 4 hops

Gobble	up	a	Wolf	Spider	–	forward 3 hops

Find a Cabbage Looper Caterpillar – forward 2 hops

Avoid a person trying to capture you – back 2 hops

Capture a Red-Banded Leafhopper – forward 2 hops

Because of human-caused climate change, it’s too hot and 
dry. You’re having trouble keeping cool, moist, and fed. 

You don’t feel like traveling. – back 2 hops
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Gameplay begins with all the frogs lined up 
at one point. The teacher announces that 
Spring has arrived and the travelling 
Frogs may “GO!” Like most games 
with a tag format, the point 
is essentially to avoid being 
tagged by the “Dangers” while 
dashing to the finish line.
 The monitors must 
ensure that all Frogs play 
fair and ‘die’ (move to the 
sidelines) once tagged. 
Captured frogs must stay 
there until the game finishes. 
Play begins and continues 
until all the frogs have either 
reached the designated wetland 
or been tagged. At this point, the 
Danger who has captured the most 
frogs might receive special recognition 
for being the fiercest or fastest of enemies. 
Words of commiseration are offered to those 
frogs who have fallen and praise is awarded to those who 
have reached the forest, pond or meadow. 

Reflections:
• As you can imagine, these two distinct games can easily 

be reconfigured to represent other natural scenarios. For 
my own classes, I’ve used the basic structure of ‘prescribed 
movements towards a goal’ to model the challenges con-
fronting pollinators trying to gather food from a blossoming 

meadow or sprouting seeds trying to grow 
in a garden. During inclement weather, 

this kind of game can be adapted 
for use indoors (substitute steps 

for leaps, use symbolic checks 
on a blackboard or screen, or 
even use counters on a board 
to represent each team’s 
progress). The ‘tag’ format, 
with modifications, works 
beautifully in bird migra-
tion games, as described by 
Lingelbach and Purcell in 
“Migration Obstacle Course” 

(p. 144), yet is obviously well 
suited for any predator-prey or 

creature-danger dynamic. Project 
Wild’s “Quick Frozen Critters” 

(pp. 122-123) adds some interesting 
complexities to the basic game premise,  

including a requirement for players to gather 
food tokens as they try to reach the goal. Once 

children are accustomed to playing games with these gen-
eral structures, they can easily invent their own versions. 
Students can share and viscerally reflect on research that 
they’ve done by transforming their findings into event 
cards for ‘prescribed movements towards a goal’ activities 
or perhaps complex variations of tag. 

• By challenging young people to create and dramatize 
real-life dilemmas and conflicts in a game, we give them 
the occasion to vividly empathize with the lives of other 

Big Trouble:	When	you	were	a	tadpole	growing	up,	excess	nitro-
gen fertilizer running off from carelessly treated farms, a nearby 
golf course and suburban lawns led to an increase in the quantity 
of algae in your pond. Because of the extra algae, more large 
snails came to live in your pond and feast on these small green 
plants. Some of the snails were carrying parasitic trematode 
larvae. The parasitic larvae infected you! Because your immune 
system was already stressed from various toxic pesticides that 
had also drained into the water, your immune system couldn’t 
fight off the trematodes very well. They invaded your leg bud 
and caused so much damage that you were only able to grow 
one hind leg instead of two. – back 4 hops slowly

Big Trouble: You’ve been exposed to the very deadly chytrid 
fungus. It was accidentally brought to the continent when non-
native clawed toads (being kept for pharmaceutical research 
and as pets) were released into the wild. These toads are 
somewhat immune to the fungus, but most native amphibians 
(like you) are not. Luckily you have some helpful bacteria, 
called Janthinobacterium lividum, living on your skin. They 
will help you to fight the fungus, but even so you’re somewhat 
weakened. – back 3 hops 

Big Trouble: You are easily tired because you received too much 
UVB radiation as a little egg in the pond. This happened, in part, 
because human-made chemicals such as CFCs thinned the ozone 
layer of the atmosphere. (This is the layer that usually filters out a 
lot of the damaging UVB rays in sunlight.) On the bright side—a 
poor choice of words—at least you survived; many of your siblings 
never even made it to the tadpole stage! – back 5 hops

Big Trouble: Herbicides (such as atrazine) used in industrial 
agriculture contaminated the water where you were living when 
you were a tadpole. The hormone levels in your body have been 
disrupted and now that you’re a grown up frog, you have both 
male and female characteristics. You may not be able to repro-
duce even if you make it to the pond. – back 6 hops

Big Trouble: Run-off from chlorothalonil, a fungicide used in indus-
trial agriculture, entered the wetland where you were living as a tad-
pole.	While	most	of	your	brothers	and	sisters	died	from	contact	with	
this fungicide, you survived in a weakened condition. – back 3 hops

Big Trouble: a card for older students: Estrogen-mimicking chemi-
cals from inadequately treated city and suburban wastewater have 
washed into the water where you are living. This has affected your 
development in a very negative way. - back 4 hops! 

Additional Cards for Older Students
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beings. This can fortify their sense of compassion and 
connection with other forms of life. 

• In each game’s highly charged peer-to-peer interaction, 
children learn how to coordinate quick strategic deci-
sion-making with large motor movements – a good chal-
lenge for their brains’ executive functions. Moreover, the 
games chasing format allows students to participate in 
significant physical exercise, especially when played out-
side. In both game formats, youngsters can build stronger 
interpersonal skills as they learn to compete and cooper-
ate within a rule-governed social structure. And young-
sters are reinforcing and expanding their real-life social 
networks during these games. By entwining awareness 
of natural history and science with enjoyable social and 
physical activity, instruction of this kind can promote the 
assimilation of new information both intellectually and 
emotionally. Additionally, games of this sort are more 
respectful of collectivized youngsters’ developmental 
needs and proclivities than are other necessary but some-
times aversive techniques such as classroom reading, 
passive video presentation, or worse yet – lectures. 

• When games of this kind are part of a teaching program, 
even if students forget many of the precise details of the 
natural history scenarios, at least they retain a pleasant  
memory of running across fields with their peers in the 
fresh air. They’re not alienated from the educational 
enterprise, and by the end of class, they’re a little more 
physically fit and healthy just from having fun in the 
sunshine or under the clouds. 

 
Edith Couchman teaches art and environmental science 
for the Beaver Brook Association in Hollis, New Hampshire, 
and at Maple Dene Elementary School in Pepperell, Mas-
sachusetts. 
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Endnotes
1. Recordings of frog vocalizations can be found on-line at sites such as the 
University of Michigan Museum of Zoology’s Animal Diversity Web: <http://
animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/site/Topics/FrogCalls.html> or in printed 
sources such as the book and compact disc combination The Frogs and Toads 
of North America—see the References section of this article.
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