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Read-Around-A-Theme: 
Spooky Science 
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alloween is a time when people get to let loose and have some fun. It also is a holiday 
that has a lot of spooky things associated with it and people give in to superstitions 
they have about certain animals like black cats, spiders, and bats. 

 
It’s widely believed that Halloween originated with the ancient Celtic festival of Samhein when 
people would light bonfires and wear costumes to ward off ghosts. In the eighth century, Pope 
Gregory III designated November 1 as a time to honor all saints; soon, All Saints Day 
incorporated some of the traditions of Samhain. The evening before became known as All 
Hallows Eve, and later Halloween. Over time, Halloween evolved into a day of activities like 
trick-or-treating, carving jack-o-lanterns, festive gatherings, donning costumes, and eating 
sweet treats. 
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The Books
Use these books to create a wonderful shared 
reading experience for kids and adults to learn 
about spooky science! 

For Younger Readers 

Animals That Make Me Say 
Ewww!, by Dawn Cusick. (Illus.) 
Watertown, MA: Charlesbridge 
Publishing, 2016. 80pp. $14.95. 
2015025388. ISBN 
9781623540630. Glossary; 
Index; C.I.P. Elementary School 

This is a visually interesting 
foray into animal behaviors that 
may appear gross at first glance. 
However, these behaviors have 

important roles in maintaining their health, mating, 
rearing their young, and deterring predators. The 
author includes information about a wide range of 
species, including orangutans, jumping spiders, 
giraffes, earthworms, night herons, honeybees, 
dolphins, eels, etc. For example, praying mantises 
clean the sharp spines on their front legs to help get 
every last bit of energy from their meal and keeps 
their legs free from bacteria and fungi. In addition, 
rhinos and elephants eat their feces to bring helpful 
bacteria into their bodies. Amphibians, including 
frogs and salamanders, are covered in mucus that 
helps oxygen move into their bodies and carbon 
dioxide move out. 

Bite into Bloodsuckers, Kari-
Lynn Winters and Ishta 
Mercurio. Markham, ON: 
Fitzhenry & Whiteside, 2015. 
48pp. $19.95. ISBN 
9781554553266. Glossary; 
Index. Elementary School 

Bite into Bloodsuckers 
describes and illustrates 
animals that eat blood, 

including vampire bats, mosquitoes, horseflies, 
ticks, lice, lampreys, and leeches, among others. 
Short chapters on fossil insects, diseases spread by 
blood-sucking insects, medical applications of 
research on bloodsuckers, food webs, and tips on 
pest control and avoidance are included. 

Deadly Spiders, Matt Turner. 
(Illus. by Santiago Calle; from 
the Crazy Creepy Crawlers 
Series.) Minneapolis, MN: 
Lerner Publications, 2017. 
32pp. $26.65. ISBN 
9781512415537. Glossary; 
Index. Elementary School 
and Middle School 

Deadly Spiders puts a lot of 
information into 32 lavishly illustrated pages. 
There’s an introduction followed by two-page 
spreads on topics such as types of webs, venom and 
hunting, fishing, camouflage, mimicry, 
reproduction, humans and spiders, enemies of 
spiders, and other arachnids. Fabulous facts add to 
the basic information: are we sure that the prey 
eaten by spiders each year weighs more than the 
whole human race? This book is a valuable 
introduction to spiders, both for children and for 
the adults who read to them. 

Forgotten Bones: 
Uncovering a Slave 
Cemetery, by Lois Miner 
Huey. (Illus.) Minneapolis, 
MN: Millbrook Press, 2016. 
56pp. $29.37. 2014009379. 
ISBN 9781467733939. 
Glossary; Index; C.I.P. 
Elementary School and 
Middle School 

In 2005, sewer workers in Albany, New York dug up 
a skull. After the police and coroner declared that 
the site was not a crime scene, archaeologists, in 
particular bioarchaeologists, were allowed to take a 
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closer look. It was determined that the skull was of 
an African American who had died at least 100 
years ago. The site became an archaeological dig. A 
long-lost slave cemetery had been found, only the 
third such site ever discovered in the northern 
United States. 

Glow-in-the-Dark Creatures, 
by Natalie Hyde. Markham, 
ON: Fitzhenry & Whiteside, 
2014. 36pp. $19.95. ISBN 978-
1554553303. Glossary; 
Index.  Elementary School 

Glow-in-the-Dark Creatures 
describes bioluminescence and 
some of the animals and fungi 
which produce light. Included 

are glow worms, fireflies, cave millipedes, fungi, 
comb jellies, dinoflagellates, bacteria, and 
anglerfish. The chemistry of bioluminescence is 
introduced. Photos of the organisms are included. 
This book contains many interesting facts about 
bioluminescence and will introduce young readers 
to some unique habitats. 

Monster Science: Could 
Monsters Survive (and 
Thrive!) in the Real 
World?, by Helaine 
Becker. (Illus. by Phil 
McAndrew.) Toronto, 
ON: Kids Can Press, 
2016. 96pp. $18.95. 
9781771380546. Index. 
Elementary School and 
Middle School 

Want a creative and fun way to learn science? This 
book is a fantastic resource. Helaine Becker uses 
scientific findings to debunk the possibility that 
monsters exist. Furthermore, she presents 
numerous cross-discipline facts that will teach the 
reader about physics, chemistry, biology, and more. 
Ultimately, it is a great introduction to critical 
thinking by teaching the reader how evidence is 
used to answer questions. 

Spidermania: Friends 
on the Web, by 
Alexandra Siy and 
Dennis Kunkel. New 
York, NY: Holiday House 
Inc., 2015. 48pp. 
$17.95. 2014017139. 
ISBN 9780823428717. 
Glossary; Index; C.I.P. 
Elementary School and 
Middle School 

Featured in this book are ten unique forms of 
spiders. The artwork includes more than 40 
photographs, many being electron micrographs—all 
are offered in a brightly colored format. Organized 
in short bits of information, more than a dozen 
topics are covered. Classification, anatomy, 
function, and ways to further explore the eight-
legged forms are discussed. Each topic, from a study 
of spider silk to baby spiders (spiderlings) to varied 
spider forms to spider myths, is presented with a 
writing style that offers scientific explanations in 
thought-provoking statements. This is an interactive 
book with ways to note eye patterns of eight types 
of spiders, a seven-step identification key for 
common arachnid orders, numerous websites, and 
a two-page glossary for over 50 terms. 

Zombie Makers: True 
Stories of Nature’s 
Undead, by Rebecca 
L. Johnson. (Illus.)
Minneapolis, MN:
Millbrook Press, 2013.
48pp. $30.60.
2011046181. ISBN
9780761386339.
Glossary; Index; C.I.P.
Elementary School
and Middle School

Why not use zombies to engage a younger audience 
in a biology lesson on some of nature’s most 
interesting organisms? The illustrations add to the 
draw, showing how “zombie makers” use their 
hosts for their own gain. The language used is easily 
understood and engaging, allowing the reader to 
get lost in a story that is actually not a story, but a 
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testament to the truly unique and strange in our 
environment. The author is also careful to include a 
section on each organism that focuses on the 
research behind the discoveries, a very nice 
addition and one that unknowingly introduces the 
reader to discovery and the scientific process.  

For Teens and Adult Readers 

Plight of the Living Dead: What 
Real-Life Zombies Reveal About 
Our World—and Ourselves, by 
Matt Simon. New York, NY: 
Penguin Books, 2018. 256pp. 
$16.00. ISBN 9780143131410. 
Teens and Adults

In Plight of the Living Dead, 
science journalist Matt Simon 
documents his journey through 

the bizarre evolutionary history of mind control. 
Along the way, he visits a lab where scientists infect 
ants with zombifying fungi, joins the search for 
kamikaze crickets in the hills of New Mexico, and 
travels to Israel to meet the wasp that stings 
cockroaches in the brain before leading them to 
their doom. 

Poison: Deadly Deeds, 
Perilous Professions, and 
Murderous Medicines, by 
Sarah Albee. (Illus. by Karl 
Newsom Edwards.) New 
York, NY: Penguin Random 
House, 2017. 192pp. 
$17.99. ISBN 
9781101932230. Glossary; 
Index. Teens and Adults 

This is a delightful introduction for children into the 
world of science via toxicology.  Young readers will 
be kept interested through clever book design. The 
author acknowledges more than two dozen 
scientists and others who assisted with fact 
collection. The subject matter is both eclectic and 
comprehensive. I was pleasantly surprised by the 

number of classic stories about poisonings with 
nuances correctly addressed, and no poisons were 
omitted that I would have wished included. The 
author has managed well the difficult task of 
remaining true to the science while incorporating 
abundant, brief, and punchy stories about the 
interesting history of poisons.  

Resurrection Science: 
Conservation, De-Extinction 
and the Precarious Future of 
Wild Things, by M.R. 
O’Connnor. New York, NY: St. 
Martin's Press, 2015. 266pp. 
$25.99. 2015004485. ISBN 
9781137279293. Index. Teens 
and Adults 

Resurrection Science by M.R. 
O’Connor takes readers on a well-researched and 
comprehensive yet understandable tour of the field 
of conservation science. Using examples ranging 
from toads to whales, Florida panthers to Hawaiian 
crows, and more, O’Connor identifies not only the 
herculean efforts and opportunities associated with 
perpetuation of endangered species, but also the 
options available through modern scientific 
methods to “de-extinct” species, such as Passenger 
Pigeons, using new genomic techniques. Readers 
will gain a broad understanding of the choices that 
must be made for each species and will be better 
able to appreciate whether outcomes will be worth 
the required investments. 

Secret Lives of Bats: My 
Adventures with the World's 
Most Misunderstood Mammals, 
by Merlin Tuttle. New York, NY: 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2015. 
271pp. $26.00. 2015017314. ISBN 
9780544382275. Teens and 
Adults 

With incredible colorful 
photographs, detailed 
descriptions and behaviors of several species of 
bats in a variety of habitats are presented. The 
author’s extensive research shows that bats are a 
group of diverse, intelligent, social mammals that 
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are vital in pollination, seed dispersal, and pest 
control in many ecosystems. Readers will be 
surprised to learn that vampire bats have medicinal 
value. Although threats persist, the author remains 
optimistic about the awareness of the ecological 
and economic values of these misunderstood 
mammals. 

Shocked: Adventures in 
Bringing Back the Recently 
Dead, by David Casarett. New 
York, NY: Current, 2014. 260pp. 
$27.95. 2014004313. ISBN 
9781591846710. Index; C.I.P. 
Teens and Adults 

Resuscitation is the process of 
restoring life to something that 
is dead. We do have an interest 

in restoring life after an accident, during recovery 
from surgery, or a problem with important life 
systems (heart attack). The focus of this book is on 
the history and science of our efforts to resuscitate. 
Also included are studies on hibernation, suspended 
animation, and cryonics. He asks whether the 
ethical, emotional, and financial costs involved in 
the heroic measures often used to resuscitate very 
old individuals on their deathbeds can be justified. 

This Is Your Brain on 
Parasites: How Tiny 
Creatures Manipulate Our 
Behavior and Shape Society, 
by Kathleen McAuliffe. (Illus.) 
New York, NY: Houghton 
Mifflin Harcourt, 2016. 
288pp. $27.00. 2016002949. 
ISBN 9780544192225. Index; 
C.I.P. Adults

This Is Your Brain on Parasites is both a journey into 
cutting-edge science and a revelatory examination 
of what it means to be human. Parasites can only 
live inside another animal, and as McAuliffe reveals, 
they have many evolutionary motives for 
manipulating their host’s behavior. Drawing on a 
huge body of research, McAuliffe argues that our 
dread of contamination is an evolved defense 
against parasites—and a double-edged sword. The 

horror and revulsion we feel when we come in 
contact with people who appear diseased or dirty 
helped pave the way for civilization but may also be 
the basis for major divisions in societies that persist 
to this day. 

Spooky Science 

• Ireland is said to be the birthplace of
Halloween.

• Jack o’ Lanterns were originally devised in
Ireland where people placed candles in
hollowed-out turnips as an attempt to keep
the ghosts away.

• Vampire bats really do exist! They live in
South America and feed on the blood of
several animals, including cattle, horses, and
birds.

• The largest pumpkin ever measured was
grown by a man named Joel Holland in 2017.
His pumpkin was a whopping 2,363 pounds!

• Candy corn, a holiday favorite, has been
around for over a century, since the year
1900.

• A full moon on Halloween is a rare and
spooky occurrence. It is predicted that the
next full moon to occur on Halloween will be
on October 31, 2020.

• More chocolate is sold for Halloween than
any other holiday including Valentine’s Day.
In fact, 90 million pounds of chocolate are
sold during Halloween week alone.

• Being one of the oldest known veggies, the
pumpkin originated in Mexico about 9,000
years ago. They generally weigh about 15 to
30 pounds.

• Different versions of trick-or-treating have
been around since medieval times. It used to
be called “guising” or “souling”. Instead of
just simply knocking on doors and saying
“trick-or-treat”, children had to dance in
order to receive a treat.

• Orange and black are the staple colors for
Halloween, but do you know why? It is
because orange represents the fall harvest
while black represents the darkness and fear.

Adapted from 20 “Spookingly” Interesting Facts 
about Halloween 
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Questions
Do you know when the tradition of dressing up and 
going door to door to for food or coins began? 

Why do people wear costumes for Halloween? 

In what decade did trick-or-treating as we know it 
today start gaining popularity in America? 

The round orange pumpkins that are used for most 
jack o’ lanterns today are native to what continent? 

What is the name of the pigment that gives 
pumpkins their orange color? 

We are all used to carving pumpkins at Halloween, 
but this tradition was started with another 
vegetable. Do you know what it was? 

Where did candy corn come from? Do you know 
how it’s made? 

Web Resources
13 Spooky Science Stories 
This collection of spooky science stories from 
Popular Science helps to celebrate the season. 

Climate Change Made Zombie Ants Even More 
Cunning 
A look at how a parasitic fungus that makes ants 
sabotage their own colonies has adapted to zombify 
their quarry better in different climates. 

Halloween Special: The Science Behind Frankenstein 
This article explains how the science of electricity 
inspired Mary Shelly‟s famous story. 

The Real Science and History of Vampires 
Published when Twilight was at its peak and Robert 
and Kristen were still an item, this article looks at 
parts of the vampire myth that are drawn from real 
life. 

The Science of Ghosts 
This is video from io9. In it, Mary Roach talks about 
the environmental factors that could explain ghost 
sightings.  
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