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Objectives 
Students will be able to: 
• Describe several 

amphibian 
characteristics 

• Distinguish between a 
frog and a salamander 

• Describe adaptations 
that help amphibians 
survive 

 
Grade Level 
K-2 
 
Time to Complete 
One class session 
 
Subjects 
Science 
 
Materials 
• Copies of Amphibian 

Parts worksheet  
• Sheets of construction 

paper 
• Glue 
• Scissors 
• Crayons, markers or 

colored pencils 
• Photographs of gray 

tree frogs, mudpuppies 
and other amphibians 

 
  

 

Built to Survive 
 
 
Summary 
 
Students will focus on two amphibians—gray tree frogs and mudpuppies—to 
learn about some of the adaptations that help amphibians stay alive. 
 
 
Procedure 
 

1. Begin by explaining the concept of adaptation to your students. Explain 
that all living things have special features or adaptations that help them 
survive. For example, a giraffe’s long neck helps it reach the treetop 
leaves that it eats. A lion’s sharp claws and teeth help it catch and kill its 
prey. And a duck’s webbed feet help it swim. 

 
2. Now show photographs of a gray tree frog and a mudpuppy to the kids 

(see Resources for possible sources of photos). Explain that both of the 
animals shown are amphibians. Discuss the characteristics of 
amphibians (see Resources for background on amphibians).  
 

3. Describe what type of habitat each one of the animals lives in 
(mudpuppies live in rivers, streams, ponds, and lakes; gray tree frogs 
spend most of their time in trees). Then tell them that, like other living 
things, these two amphibians have special features that help them 
survive where they live. The kids will be finding out about these 
features. 

 
4. Pass out scissors, glue, and two-three sheets of construction paper to 

each child.  
 

5. Have the students either draw their own pictures of both the gray tree 
frog and the mudpuppy or give each student copies of a gray tree frog 
and a mudpuppy photo. 
 

6. Pass out the Amphibian Parts worksheets and explain that all of the 
pictures on the amphibian parts page show close-ups of parts of either 
the mudpuppy or the gray tree frog. Have the kids cut the pictures apart 
and put them in a pile, in order from “A” to “G,” (“A" should be on the 
top of the pile.) 

 
7. Now have the kids look at picture A. Ask them which amphibian this part is from and what 

part of the body it is (gray tree frog’s legs).  Then, using the information in “Prime Parts” 
(see below), discuss with the kids how a gray tree frog’s legs help it survive in the trees. 
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Afterward have them glue picture A beside their picture of or the photograph of the gray tree 
frog and draw a line from it to the frog’s legs.  
 

8. Next have the kids look at picture B. Again have them find which animal the part is from (gray 
tree frog’s toes) and then use the information on the next page to talk about how this special 
feature helps the animal survive. Afterward they can glue picture B in place, draw a line 
connecting it with the frog’s toes, and move on to picture C. 
 

9. When you’ve finished talking about all of the pictures, review each amphibian with the kids.  
 

Gray Tree Frogs 
• grow to be a little over two inches (5 cm) long 
• feed on all kinds of insects including flies, ants, and beetles, as well as spiders and other 

small invertebrates 
• have moist bellies and legs that help them hold onto leaves and other surfaces 

 
Mudpuppies 

• grow to be 17 inches (43 cm) long 
• feed on fish, frog eggs, snails, insect larvae, and other aquatic animals 
• usually hide under rocks and debris during the day and come out at night to hunt 

 
Both of these amphibians have skin colors and patterns that help them blend into the 
background. A gray tree frog’s skin can even change color to match the color of the leaves or 
bark it’s sitting on. 

 
10. Tell the students that these animals have a lot in common with other kinds of amphibians. Show 

them pictures of other frogs and salamanders and have the kids point out similarities and 
differences. 

 
 
Prime Parts 
 
A. Long Legs: Like many frogs, gray tree frogs have long, strong hind legs for jumping and climbing. They 
can leap more than 2-1/2 feet (75 cm) in a single jump! These legs help them catch food and escape 
predators. 
 
B. Gripping Toes: At the ends of their toes, gray tree frogs (and most other tree frogs) have broad discs 
that act like suction cups to help them get a good grip on leaves, branches, and other objects. These 
discs also secrete a sticky substance that works like glue to help the frog hold on. 
 
C. Thick, Flat Tail: Like many other salamanders that live in the water, mudpuppies have a thick tail 
that’s flattened sideways. The mudpuppy swims by moving its tail from side to side. 
 
D. Feathery Gills: With its large, feathery gills, a mudpuppy can get oxygen directly from the water. And, 
like most other amphibians, mudpuppies can also absorb oxygen through their skin. In water 
without much oxygen, mudpuppies swim to the surface of the water and use their lungs to breathe 
air. 
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E. “Eagle” Eyes: Like most other frogs, gray tree frogs have large eyes that stick up on either side of their 
head. With its eyes a gray tree frog can watch for prey and predators in all directions at once. 
 
F. Outside Eardrums: The circular piece of skin located behind each of the tree frog’s eyes is an eardrum, 
or tympanum. A gray tree frog hears when sound waves strike its tympanum. Hearing is especially 
important for gray tree frogs during the breeding season when the males call to attract females. 
 
G. Salamander Senses: Unlike gray tree frogs, mudpuppies have small eyes. But being able to see well is 
not as important for them since they live in water that is often dark and murky. Instead they rely more 
on their sense of smell and touch. Two nostrils on their head help them smell prey in the water. And 
special organs along their head, sides, and tail detect the movement of predators or prey. 
 
 
Resources 
 

• Amphibia Web: http://www.amphibiaweb.org/ 
• Amphibians, Saint Louis Zoo: http://www.stlzoo.org/animals/abouttheanimals/amphibians/  
• Frogs, Salamanders and Caecilians, BioKIDS Critter Catalog, University of Michigan: 

http://www.biokids.umich.edu/critters/Amphibia/  
• Fun Facts About Reptiles and Amphibians, Smithsonian National Zoological Park & Friends of the 

National Zoo: http://nationalzoo.si.edu/animals/reptilesamphibians/facts/  
• Gray tree frog (photos and information), University of Michigan Animal Diversity Web: 

http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Hyla_versicolor/  
• Common mudpuppy (photos and information), ARKive: http://www.arkive.org/common-

mudpuppy/necturus-maculosus/  
 

 

Adapted from “Built to Survive!” from Let’s Hear it for Herps!, Ranger Rick’s NatureScope, National Wildlife 
Federation, 1997. 
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Amphibian Parts Worksheet 

 


