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Still There: Childress High School students 
researched the horn toad and concluded that they 
are not disappearing, as some people think.
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Where have all the horn toads gone? 

Childress students say they're still here

By Brandi Dean 
brandi.dean@amarillo.com 

In the case of the disappearing horny toad, 
Childress High School is on the trail.

Students in Childress's advanced wildlife
class won their third Hometown Horn Toad 
Essay Contest this year, and in the course of 
their research, they came to a conclusion that 
might surprise you.

The horny toad - aka texas horned lizard, aka
horned frog, aka Phrynosoma Cornutum - is 
not disappearing.

"We theorized that maybe there's not fewer
horny toads," said Russell Graves, agricultural 
science instructor at Childress. "Maybe there's 
just fewer people living in the country looking 
for them."

People have been saying for years that they're
seeing less and less of the horny toad, 
according to LeeAnn Linam, a biologist with 
the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department's 
wildlife diversity program. Her department 
heard it often enough that it started asking 
people to help track the reptiles through the 
Texas Nature Tracker programs. But, Linam 
said, people wanted to tell them more than 
just where they saw horny toads.

"We also found that people were very
interested in telling us their memories of 
horned lizards - growing up with them and 
playing with them," Linam said. "They're such 
an interesting-looking creature, and they're 
generally very gentle. So a lot of people have 
fond memories of them."

Some of the common themes, Linam said,
were dressing the lizards up or putting little 
harnesses on them so that they could haul 
matchboxes behind them. It's apparently not 
the kind of thing you forget, and the 
department realized it could use those 
memories to help figure out what was 
happening to the horny toad.

That's how the Hometown Horn Toad Essay Contest got started. For the past four years, they've
asked students to help them out by interviewing older people in their hometown on their horny toad 
memories - how often they saw them as a child, how often they see them now, when they started 
seeing less of the animals and what they thought the cause was.
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The two prior advanced wildlife classes that participated at Childress concluded that increased traffic
and roadway, decreased short-grass land and the use of pesticides, which killed off red harvester 
ants, the horny toads' favorite dinner, were to blame for the lizard's vanishing status.

But this year's class wasn't convinced. In fact, when they did their own research they were a bit
confused - while all 21 of their interviewees believed they were seeing less and less of the horny 
toad, 71 percent said they had seen one last summer.

"If you just look around, you can see plenty of them," said Carter Wilson, one of the class members.
"If they were as rare as people said they were, you wouldn't see so many."

So the students started looking at other numbers. For instance, in 1950, 40 percent of the people in
Childress County lived in the country. As of the last census, that number was down to 12 percent, 
which means only a small part of the population lives in an area they're likely to see horny toads 
without looking for them.

Also, 70 percent of the interviewees, who were required to be older than 50, believed the horny toads
were most common in the 1950s and 1960s - about the time they would have been spending a lot of 
time playing outdoors.

"They've just gotten older," Graves said. "Their priority isn't looking for horny toads anymore."

So, the students' paper summed up - and Linam agreed it was a real possibility - the number of horny
toads may have decreased as the availability of red harvester ants did.

"But is the loss as substantial as some claim?" the students wrote. "We don't think so."
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