

















The
Naturalist's
Mimic Frog Calls Apprentice

There are 21 species of frogs and toads in Illinois, and each has its own unique song or call. You can
listen to recordings of these calls on a CD or the Internet. Many people learn to identify frogs in the
field by their calls. Some frog and toad calls can be mimicked by humans, either by voice or by some
mechanical device. Here are some you can try. First listen to a recording of the frog or toad and see Calls
how closely you can copy it.

Mimic Frog

Carolyn Nixon

Western chorus frog and upland chorus frog—run a finger over the teeth of a comb. The harder
plastic combs make a more chorus froglike sounds than a softer nylon, although either type will work.

Cricket frog—click two marbles together quickly. Holding them in one hand and
quickly clicking them by moving your fingers in and out works very well. Make the
marbles both click and scrape against each other.

Northern leopard frog—rub a wet hand over an inflated balloon to make it squeak.

Wood frog —quickly move wet finger tips over the surface of a wet balloon, much like a
person picking a banjo or guitar.

Spring peeper —scrape a finger nail or a piece of chalk on a blackboard until it squeaks cricket frog
to mimic a single frog, or shake a string a sleigh bells to sound like a group of spring peepers.

Green frog—stretch a rubber band across a hole cut in the top of a cardboard box. First
attach the rubber band to one end of the box by hooking it over a pushpin. Pluck the rubber
band like a banjo string. You can vary the sound by stretching or relaxing the rubber band
or by using different thicknesses of rubber bands. See the diagram below.

American toad —make a trilling sound with your voice and your tongue.

Listen to the recordings as you are trying to mimic them, and make adjustments to try to
match them more closely. Also, listen to other frog and toad calls and try to find ways to
copy their songs as well. American toad
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“The Naturalist’s Apprentice” presents educational activities for middle school students. Teachers are invited to
photocopy this page for classroom use.
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Cowbirds

continued from front page

(mafia), farming, or having no
predatory effect on the warbler
nests in our study system. When
cowbird access to parasitized nests
was allowed, 56% of “rejecter”
nests were subsequently ransacked
compared to only 6% of “accept-
er” nests. No nests were ransacked
when we removed cowbird eggs
and denied cowbirds further
access to nests (by reducing the
size of the nest-box opening) or
when cowbird access was never
allowed. Mafia behavior in brood
parasites can hold hosts in an
evolutionary state of acceptance
only if hosts that accept parasitic
eggs have higher reproductive
output relative to hosts that reject
parasitism and suffer the penalty.

This requirement was met in our
experiment and the predatory
tactics of cowbirds significantly
reduced the average number of
warbler offspring produced per
nest in rejecters (1.2) compared
to accepters (2.7). Nonparasit-
ized nests (cowbird accessible)
were ransacked 20% of the time,
suggesting that cowbirds are also
farming these warblers. Renest-
ing attempts of female warblers
whose nests were ransacked
were parasitized at a very high
rate (85% versus ambient rate of
36%), suggesting that cowbirds
do benefit from their own preda-
tory behaviors.

Collectively, these results
provide the first experimental
evidence that cowbirds employ
both mafia and farming behav-
iors and show that the predatory
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tactics of female cowbirds are
much more sophisticated than
previously thought. Arguably, loss
of habitat along with increases in
nest predation (by generalist nest
predators) and cowbird parasit-
ism linked to breeding habitat
fragmentation pose the greatest
threats to populations of birds that
serve as cowbird hosts. However,
farming and mafia behaviors in
cowbirds could exacerbate these
threats and further jeopardize
populations of some cowbird
hosts. In addition, if mafia be-
havior is widespread or becom-
ing more prevalent in cowbirds,
it could factor prominently in
delaying the evolution of ejection
behaviors in some of the more
than 100 species that currently
accept cowbird parasitism.
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