
Spotted salamanders are a type of mole salamander found in forested areas near a vernal pool.  
The adults are about six inches long and colored black with bright yellow spots.  They are very 
common in many areas, yet are very secretive and seldom found out in the open.  You could spend 
considerable time looking and never find one.
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hello...
Anybody home?

Spotted salamanders are fossorial, spending most of their life underground in animal burrows and 
under logs or other cover.  On moist nights, they venture a short distance from their homes to 
search for food.  They usually feed upon earthworms, snails, slugs, spiders, millipedes, centipedes, and 
insects.

When winter comes, they go deeper into the burrows and hibernate until spring.
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Spotted salamanders "awaken" in the spring 
when the temperature rises, the ground thaws, 
and the rains begin.

The first heavy night-time rains of spring 
are when the spotted salamanders in an area 
begin their migration to their vernal pool.  
They travel at night in the rain.

Individuals seem to travel the same 
route to and from their pool, year after 
year.  They migrate as directly as possible 
without regard for terrain.  You might 
even see them climbing over snow patches 
if it is a cold spring.

I hate long
trips.

some salamanders travel as much as 1/10 of a mile on these wet nights to reach their pool.  They 
only travel when it is dark and moist.  If there is a Lack of rain or a drop in temperature, they 
will burrow under leaf litter until conditions improve.  The journey to the pool might take spotted 
salamanders several nights if the weather conditions are not right.
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If their pool is dry or has been destroyed by construction projects such as parking lots or 
housing developments, the salamanders will not be able to reproduce.  adult Spotted salamanders 
do not search for a new pool.  

Scientists do not really understand how the 
spotted salamanders find their way back every 
year to the same vernal pool from which they 
were hatched.  Some studies suggest they find 
their way by the odor of the pond or by using 
the earth's magnetism. 

are we 
  there yet?

Unfortunately, salamanders and other amphib-
ians encounter many man-made obstacles on 
their voyages.  Buildings, walls and curbs block 
their passage.  roads near vernal pools are very 
dangerous and many animals are crushed by road 
traffic.
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It might take several hours or a 
number of nights for all of the animals 
to arrive.  as the salamanders reach the 
pool, they quickly enter the water. 

ONce in the water, a female is joined by several 
Males and they form a breeding congress.  The males 
produce many spermatophores which are deposited on 
the leaves on the pool bottom.

The female chooses one or more of the spermatophores and picks up sperm from them by dropping 
her cloaca onto the spermatophore.  The sperm fertilize the eggs inside her body.  In a day or so, 
she lays a cluster of eggs and attaches them to an underwater twig or plant stem.  The egg mass 
is small when she releases it, but it soon swells with water to be a clear or white blob about two 
inches wide which is roundish or elongated.  in a few days, the adults return to the forest.
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 the sun warms the egg 
masses in the cool pool water 
and the eggs begin to develop 
into little salamander larvae.  
Many of the egg masses turn 
a greenish color because of 
a single-celled alga growing 
within the jelly.  the alga uses 
the carbon dioxide from the 
growing embryos and produces 
oxygen, which the larvae use.  
In a few weeks, the larval 
salamanders begin to hatch 
from the egg masses.  the 
larvae have gills on their 
necks for breathing. 

They grow quickly feeding on daphnia, ostracods and copepods.  As the larvae grow, they eat larger 
prey including adult and larval insects, snails, clams and other types of invertebrates. 
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Of course, there are predators in the pool that will try to eat the salamander larvae.  Ver-
nal pools often have dragonfly and damselfly nymphs, waterbugs, diving beetle larvae and adults, and 
other predatory insects.  leeches and turtles, such as the spotted turtle and blanding's turtle, might 
also prey on the young salamanders.  However, because vernal pools dry yearly, there are no fish to 
feed on the larvae.  Spotted salamanders cannot survive in areas that have fish. 

By mid-summer, The larvae start to lose their external gills and begin to develop the dark body 
color of the adult.  When this happens, they are ready to live on land.  They usually do not de-
velop their distinctive yellow spots until a couple of weeks after the gills are gone. 

Was I not the
cutest baby? 
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Throughout their time in the pool, the salamander larvae must grow rapidly so that they finish 
development and leave the pool before it dries.  If the pool dries before they have matured and are 
ready to live on land, they die.

Of all the eggs laid in the spring, only a few will develop into young salamanders.  When they leave 
the pool, they burrow under the debris near the edge to await rainy nights when they can move into 
the forest.  After 2 t0 3 years of growth, they will be adults and make their own migration to the 
vernal pool.  

The end.
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Spotted salamanders grow to be up to 
eight or nine inches in length.  They are found 
throughout most of eastern North America: 
living as far north as Quebec and Prince 
Edward Island, as far south as Georgia and 
Alabama, and as far west as Texas.  

Even though spotted salamanders are 
found in some locations in all of these areas, 
they are not found everywhere.  These 
salamanders need both hardwood forests and 
a nearby vernal pool.  Without the appropriate 
habitat of both uplands and pools, a population 
of spotted salamanders cannot exist. 

Spotted salamanders migrate to vernal 
pools each spring to mate and lay eggs.  Since 
vernal pools do not have fish, there is less pre-
dation of the eggs and larvae in these wetlands 
than there would be in permanent wetlands.  

The big risk to the survival of the young is 
whether they can complete their development 
before the pool completely dries.  However, 
since the adults live long lives, a few bad years 
in which the young do not develop should not 
greatly harm the population.

Probably the most severe threat to spotted 
salamanders, as well as other salamanders and 
frogs in North America, is the destruction or 
fragmentation of their habitat by human activities 
such home and road construction.  These human 
actions destroy both the upland and vernal pool 
habitat as well as making the salamander’s 
journeys dangerous or impossible.  

Spotted salamander
(Ambystoma maculatum)

Home, sweet 
home.
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Vern’s terms
Alga, algae (pl.): Algae are single-celled or multi-cellular 
organisms that have chlorophyll.  Most algae in vernal 
pools are green in color and microscopic in size.

Amphibians: Amphibians have an aquatic larval form 
(tadpole) and an air-breathing adult form.  Since the larvae 
develop in water, amphibians such as the spotted salaman-
der must go to a wetland to lay eggs even though they live 
their adult life on land.

Breeding congress: The first few nights spotted salaman-
ders are in the vernal pool, they form  breeding congresses 
of up to fifty or more males and females.  As these animals 
swim in a tight group in the shallow water, they constantly 
bump into and rub against one another.  Males produce 
spermatophores and attempt to court individual females.

Cold-blooded:  Cold-blooded organisms cannot internally 
control their body temperature as humans do.   These 
animals change their temperature by using environmental 
sources such as sun, rain, warm soil, cool mud, shady areas 
and burrows.  They often feel cool to the touch because 
their body temperature is lower than ours.

Egg masses: Spotted salamanders lay their eggs in clumps 
which may contain up to 200 individual eggs.  All of the 
eggs are surrounded by a jelly layer and the mass is attached 
to vegetation in the pool.  The newly-laid egg mass swells 
with water to be about the size of a golf or tennis ball.

Fossorial:  Fossorial animals are those which dig or bur-
row underground.  

Hibernation: To prevent their bodies from freezing, spot-
ted salamanders seek shelter under logs and in burrows 
before winter arrives.  During the winter months, when the 
outside temperature drops, salamanders go into a dormant 
state which protects them from the effects of winter.

Larva, larvae (pl.): A spotted salamander larva is like a 
frog tadpole.  It is the aquatic stage of life between the egg 
and the adult. Unlike the frog tadpole, salamander larvae 
have gills outside their body, just behind their head, to 
help them breathe.  After a few weeks of development, 
the larvae absorb their gills, begin breathing air, and move 
onto land.  

Mole Salamander: Mole salamanders, a type of sala-
mander found throughout North America, spend most of 
their lives in forests under logs and in burrows.  Most of 

these amphibians lay eggs in isolated wetlands, such 
as vernal pools.  The mole salamanders include the 
spotted salamander, the blue-spotted salamander, the 
marbled salamander and the tiger salamander.  

Salamander burrow: Spotted salamanders can 
dig a shelter in soft soil and leaf litter. They also 
inhabit deeper burrows dug by other animals, such 
as shrews.  

Salamander habitat:  A spotted salamander’s life is 
spent largely in burrows in wooded upland areas away 
from the vernal pool.  This upland area must provide 
suitable food, shelter, and moisture conditions.  The 
vernal pool is used only for breeding and the develop-
ment of the larvae.

Spermatophores: Spermatophores are small plugs of 
mucus with sperm cells at the top.  These are produced 
by males during mating courtship.

Vernal pool: A vernal pool is a wetland which usually 
holds water for only a few months each year.  It is 
isolated from streams and lakes.  Its water comes from 
rain, melted snow and ground water.  Because it dries 
regularly and is isolated, a vernal pool has no fish.  The 
lack of fish makes a vernal pool a somewhat safe place 
for many types of amphibians to lay their eggs.   The 
salamander larvae still fall prey to predatory insects 
and other animals, but these predators do not cause the 
amount of harm that would be done by fish.
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