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The Smiling Water Monster: An Adventure
into the World of Axolotls

Materials Needed
Paper and colored pencils/markers
Modeling clay or playdough (pink, white, or black)
A small container of water and some pebbles (for a "habitat" model)
Access to a library book or a safe search engine for one specific research fact
Printed or hand-drawn Venn Diagram (for comparing frogs and axolotls)

Learning Objectives
By the end of this lesson, Natalie will be able to:

Identify the natural habitat of the axolotl and explain why it is unique.
Define the concept of "neoteny" (staying in a larval state) in 9-year-old friendly terms.
Describe the axolotl's "superpower" of regeneration.
Compare and Contrast the life cycle of a standard frog with that of an axolotl.

1. Introduction: The Hook (5 Minutes)
The Mystery Creature: Imagine a creature that lives underwater, has "feathers" on the outside of its
head, wears a permanent smile, and—most amazingly—possesses a real-life superpower: it can regrow
its own limbs, heart, and even parts of its brain!

This isn't a Pokémon or a creature from a fantasy movie. It’s the Axolotl (pronounced ACK-suh-lah-tuhl).
Today, we are going to become Axolotl Experts and discover why these "Mexican Walking Fish" aren't
actually fish at all.

2. Body: I Do - The Expert Facts (10 Minutes)
In this section, the teacher/parent presents the core concepts.

Not a Fish! Even though they spend their whole lives underwater, axolotls are actually
amphibians, just like frogs and salamanders.
The Peter Pan of the Sea: Most amphibians go through metamorphosis (changing from a water-
breathing tadpole to a land-breathing adult). Axolotls have a condition called neoteny. This
means they decide to "never grow up." They keep their fins and their external, feathery gills
forever!
Habitat: In the wild, they only live in one place in the entire world: the canals of Lake Xochimilco
(so-chee-MEEL-ko) near Mexico City.
The Superpower (Regeneration): If an axolotl loses a leg or its tail, it doesn't get a scar. It
simply grows a brand new one that works perfectly. Scientists study them to see if humans can
ever learn to do the same!
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3. Body: We Do - The Great Comparison (15 Minutes)
In this section, Natalie and the educator work together to compare life cycles.

Activity: The Transformation Map

Draw two circles on a piece of paper that overlap (a Venn Diagram). Label one "Frog" and one1.
"Axolotl."
Together, place these traits in the correct spots:2.

Starts as an egg in the water. (Middle/Both)
Grows lungs and moves to land. (Frog)
Keeps feathery gills as an adult. (Axolotl)
Can regrow lost limbs. (Axolotl)
Is an amphibian. (Middle/Both)

Discussion Question: Why do you think staying in the water is a "win" for the axolotl, but3.
moving to land is a "win" for the frog?

4. Body: You Do - Build a "Mini-Milco" (20 Minutes)
This is the independent practice where Natalie applies her knowledge creatively.

Task: Create a 3D model of an axolotl in its habitat.

Sculpting: Use the clay to create an axolotl. Remember to include its three pairs of external gills1.
(the "feathers" on the side of the head) and its long tail.
Habitat Design: Use the container, pebbles, and water to create a model of the Xochimilco2.
canals. Add "plants" (real or paper) because axolotls love to hide and hang their eggs on
greenery.
The Fact Card: On a small scrap of paper, write down one reason why axolotls are currently3.
endangered in the wild (Natalie can use a book or a quick internet search to find an answer, such
as pollution or invasive fish).

5. Conclusion: Closure and Recap (5 Minutes)
Recap: To wrap up, Natalie will give a "Museum Tour" of her model. To pass the tour, she must answer
these three "Expert Level" questions:

What is neoteny? (Answer: Staying "young" or in a larval state forever).1.
Where is the only place in the wild you can find an axolotl? (Answer: Lake Xochimilco/Mexico).2.
If an axolotl hurts its tail, what happens? (Answer: It regenerates/grows back).3.

Final Success Criteria: Natalie has successfully completed the lesson if she can identify the gills on
her model and explain how they help the axolotl breathe without ever leaving the water.

Adaptability & Differentiation
For More Challenge: Research the different "morphs" (colors) of axolotls. Why are wild ones
dark brownish-green while pets are often pink? (Hint: Camouflage!)
For More Support: Provide a coloring sheet of an axolotl and focus on labeling the parts (gills,
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tail, limbs) rather than sculpting from scratch.
Digital Variation: Instead of clay, Natalie can use a digital drawing tool or Minecraft to build a
"Conservation Center" for axolotls.


