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EXPLORING NIGHT OF THE
SPADEFOOT TOADS ACTIVITIES:
A COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE FOR
EDUCATORS AND PARENTS

Bill Harley’s novel Night of the Spadefoot
Toads  is  a  beloved middle-grade story
that  blends  environmental  science,
friendship,  and  resil ience.  When
students encounter this book, they are

drawn into the world of Ben, a boy who
moves  from  Arizona  to  Massachusetts
and discovers a hidden connection with
a local vernal pool and its endangered
spadefoot  toads.  The  themes  of
a d a p t a t i o n ,  c o m m u n i t y ,  a n d
conserva t ion  make  i t  an  idea l
springboard for cross-curricular learning.
Whether you are a classroom teacher, a
homeschooling  parent,  or  a  librarian
planning  a  book  club,  incorporating
Night  of  the  Spadefoot  Toads
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activities  can  deepen  understanding
and spark a love for both reading and
the  natural  world.  This  article  offers  a
rich  collection  of  hands-on,  discussion-
based, and creative activities designed
to engage learners of all styles.

Why This Book
Inspires
Meaningful
Activities
At its core, Night of the Spadefoot Toads
is  about  change  and  adaptation.  Ben
must  adjust  to  a  new  school,  a  new
landscape,  and  the  loss  of  his  close

friend. At the same time, the spadefoot
toads  themselves  are  struggling  to
survive  in  a  shrinking  habitat.  This
parallel between human and amphibian
adaptation provides a powerful lens for
learning.  Night  of  the  Spadefoot
Toads  activities  can  help  students
make  personal  connections,  develop
empathy,  and  explore  real-world
ecological issues. The activities outlined
below  are  organized  by  subject  area,
making it  easy  to  integrate  them into
your existing curriculum.

READING COMPREHENSION AND
LITERARY ANALYSIS ACTIVITIES
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Character
Mapping and

Empathy Journals
Ask students to create a character map
for Ben, his sister Liberty, his new friend
Mitch,  and  the  quirky  Mrs.  Tibbets.  In
their journals, have them write from the
perspective of a character during a key
scene—such  as  when  Ben  first  sees  the
pool or when he confronts the developer.
This  builds  empathy  and  deepens
understanding of motivation. For a twist,
students  can  write  a  Night  of  the
Spadefoot  Toads  activity  that
compares Ben’s  feelings about  moving
to  a  toad’s  instinct  to  migrate  to  a

breeding pool.

Vocabulary in
Context
The book introduces terms like “vernal
pool,”  “estivation,”  “amphibian,”  and
“development.”  Create  a  vocabulary
scavenger  hunt  where  students  find
words  in  the  text,  predict  meanings
using context clues, and then illustrate
them. Use these words in a crossword or
word search puzzle. This not only builds
language  skills  but  also  reinforces
scientific concepts that are central to the
plot.
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Discussion
Questions for
Socratic

Seminars
Prepare  open-ended  questions  that
encourage  critical  thinking.  Examples
include:

Why does Ben feel so attached to
the spadefoot toads, even though
he has never seen them until the
night of the migration?
How does the author use the
vernal pool as a symbol for change
and hope?

What does the conflict between
Mrs. Tibbets and the real estate
developer represent in real-world
communities?

These discussions naturally lead to more
extensive  Night  of  the  Spadefoot
Toads activities that connect literature
to civic engagement.

SCIENCE AND ECOLOGY
EXPLORATIONS

Vernal Pool
Study and Water
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Quality Testing
One  of  the  most  engaging  hands-on
activities is to investigate actual vernal
pools.  If  you  have  access  to  a  local
wetland  or  seasonal  pond,  plan  a  field
trip. Students can collect water samples,
test  pH  and  turbidity,  and  observe
macroinvertebrates.  Back  in  the
classroom,  compare  their  findings  with
the description of the pool in the novel.
This real-world application makes Night
of  the  Spadefoot  Toads  activities
unforgettable.

Spadefoot Toad

Life Cycle
Diorama
Using clay, recycled materials, or digital
tools,  students  can  create  a  diorama
showing the life cycle of the spadefoot
toad: from egg to tadpole to metamorph
to adult. Include the unique adaptations
that  allow the  toad  to  survive  in  arid
environments, such as estivation and its
trademark spade-like feet.  This activity
combines art and biology, and students
can present their dioramas to the class.

Endangered
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Species Report
Assign  each  student  a  different
endangered amphibian or reptile (or an
animal  from  a  similar  habitat).  They
research  threats,  conservation  efforts,
and the species’ role in its ecosystem.
Then, students write a brief report and
connect  it  back  to  the  plight  of  the
spadefoot toads in the novel. This cross-
disciplinary  Night  of  the  Spadefoot
Toads activity reinforces research skills
and awareness of biodiversity.

CREATIVE WRITING AND
LANGUAGE ARTS EXTENSIONS

Write a New
Chapter
Invite  students  to  write  an  additional
chapter  set  one  year  after  the  novel
ends. What happens to the vernal pool?
Do Ben and Mitch remain friends? Does
the  development  go  through?  This
activity encourages narrative continuity
and character development. To make it
a true Night of the Spadefoot Toads
activity, require that students include a
scientific  fact  about  spadefoot  toads  in
their  new  chapter.
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Persuasive Letter
to a Developer
After reading about the conflict between
Mrs.  Tibbets  and  the  land  developer,
students  can  write  a  persuasive  letter
from Ben’s perspective. They must use
evidence  from  the  text  and  scientific
reasoning  to  argue  for  protecting  the
vernal  pool.  This  exercise  builds
argumentative  writing  skills  and  is  a
natural extension of the novel’s themes.

Poetry Inspired

by the Night
The “night” in the title is full of sensory
details.  Ask  students  to  write  a  poem
about the moment the spadefoot toads
emerge.  Encourage  them  to  use
imagery,  personification,  and  sound
words. Display the poems on a bulletin
board  alongside  illustrations  of  toads
and moonlit ponds.

ART AND MULTIMEDIA PROJECTS

Illustrating the
Vernal Pool Food
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Web
Have  students  create  a  detailed  food
web that  includes  organisms from the
book: spadefoot tadpoles, fairy shrimp,
algae, raccoons, and herons. This visual
representat ion  he lps  s tudents
understand  energy  transfer  and  the
de l icate  ba lance  o f  temporary
ecosystems. It can be drawn on poster
paper or created digitally and presented
as part of an ecology unit.

Book Trailer or
Podcast Episode
For tech-savvy classrooms, students can
produce  a  60-second  book  trailer  that

captures the suspense and beauty of the
story.  Alternatively,  they  can  record  a
podcast episode where they interview a
“character” from the book (played by a
classmate)  about  the  events.  These
multimedia  Night  of  the  Spadefoot
Toads activities cater to auditory and
visual learners and boost collaboration.

Map of Ben’s
New World
Create a map of the fictional town based
on  descriptions  in  the  novel.  Include
Ben’s house, the school, the vernal pool,
and the development site. Students can
use  Google  Maps  or  hand-draw  the
terrain,  adding  topographic  features.
This activity supports comprehension of
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place and setting.

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING
AND COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS

Moving and
Change
Discussion
Many students have experienced a move
or  a  major  change.  Use  a  circle-time
format to share personal stories. Create
a “welcome to our class” ritual inspired
by  Ben’s  struggle  to  fit  in.  Discuss  how
the characters show resilience and what
coping strategies students can use. This
is a gentle but powerful Night of the

Spadefoot Toads activity  that builds
classroom community.

Community
Conservation
Project
Partner  with  a  local  nature  center,
watershed council, or Audubon chapter.
Organize  a  cleanup  or  planting  event
near a wetland. Before the event, have
students  read  articles  about  the
importance  of  vernal  pools.  Afterward,
they  can  write  a  reflection  linking  their
hands-on work to the novel. This takes
the  themes  of  the  book  beyond  the
classroom and into real action.
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ASSESSMENT IDEAS FOR NIGHT
OF THE SPADEFOOT TOADS
ACTIVITIES

To ensure that  learning is  meaningful,
consider using a mix of  formative and
summative assessments. A rubric for the
diorama  might  include  scientific
accuracy, creativity, and explanation of
adaptations.  For  the  persuasive  letter,
assess  use  of  evidence,  organization,
and persuasive techniques. A simple exit
ticket  asking  “What  is  one  thing  you
learned about spadefoot toads today?”
can gauge understanding. Remember to
allow  students  choice  in  how  they
demonstrate  their  learning—some may
prefer a written test, while others thrive
with a visual or oral project.

EXTENDING THE LEARNING
BEYOND THE BOOK

For  students  who  finish  early  or  want
more  depth,  offer  extension  Night  of
the Spadefoot Toads activities.  For
example,  they  can  research  other
amphibians that estivate, such as certain
frogs and salamanders. They could also
investigate the impact of climate change
on vernal pools. Another idea is to read a
nonfiction article  about  a  real  spadefoot
toad research project and compare it to
the  fiction.  These  extensions  encourage
independent  inquiry  and  passion  for
learning.

CONCLUSION

Night of the Spadefoot Toads is far more
than a story about toads—it is a rich text



Night Of The Spadefoot Toads Activities 11

11

that weaves together science, emotional
growth,  and  community  action.  By
implementing a variety of Night of the
Spadefoot Toads activities, educators
can  transform  a  s imple  reading
assignment  into  an  interdisciplinary
journey.  From  building  dioramas  and
writing  persuasive  letters  to  exploring
local  wetlands  and  sharing  personal
stories,  these  activities  ensure  that
students not only understand the book

but  also  connect  with  its  deeper
messages about resilience, stewardship,
and the power of one person to make a
difference.  Whether  you  are  teaching  in
a  traditional  classroom  or  leading  a
homeschool co-op, the activities outlined
above  will  engage  students,  foster
critical  thinking,  and  leave  a  lasting
impression  about  the  importance  of
protecting  the  wild  spaces  around  us.


