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Objective:  The student will learn what eyeshine is and how to identify different animals by their 

eyeshine.  
 
Materials:  
 Flashlights 
 Fresh batteries 
 Pencil 
 Blank paper 
 clipboard 
 
Process: 

 Begin the activity least one hour after sunset and on a warm evening when you are more likely 
to see the most insects.  

 The best location for this activity is an open field or a large clearing near a forest or pond. But, 
you can also do this activity in your backyard! You want an area with preferably no lights, and 
someplace that is safe to be after dark.  

 Please remember to go in groups for safety, and have at least one adult with you.  
 Pass out a flashlight to each student. Make sure there are fresh batteries in each one.  
 Demonstrate how to hold the flashlight against the side of their head next to their eyes. If they 

have a headlamp, that will work, too. Remind them not to shine the light in other people’s eyes.  
 Slowly walk around the area looking for green, white or yellow light spots reflecting back at you.  
 Using your pencil and paper, draw the size and pattern of the eye-shine spots you see.  
 Give the student plenty of time to explore their area. When time is up, call your students back in.  
 Ask the students:  

 What color eye-shine did they see?  
 How many different organisms did they find?  
 Based on the color and size, what type of organism do they think they saw?  

 
Extensions: 

Most nocturnal animals cannot see the color red.  Go for another eyeshine hunt, but this time put 
red cellophane across one of the flashlights. See if you can find more animals this way.  
 
Another idea is to explore a different area with a different ecosystem. For instance, visit a forest, a 
pond or a field. Record your observations. Did you find different animals?  
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Eyeshine Explorations 
Background Information 

 

Animals that are active at night are called nocturnal animals. The Houston Arboretum & Nature Center has 

a variety of nocturnal animals including raccoons, armadillos, opossums, owls, mice, frogs, spiders and 

moths. Many of these nighttime creatures have special eyes that reflect light .  Eyeshine occurs when light 

enters the  eyes, passes through the retina, bounces off the a membrane behind the retina, and is reflected 

back through the eye. The special membrane that acts like a mirror behind the eye is called the tapetum. 

Humans do have not this membrane in our eyes. This special adaptation allows animals to see better at 

night. The color and size of the reflected light depend what animal it is. For instance, some moth’s eyes will 

reflect orange while bull frog’s eyes appear greenish-white.  

 

To observe the eye-shine, you place a flashlight flat against the side of your head at eye-level. Then you  

slowly sweep the beam of the light across the area you are exploring.  Look on the ground, the bushes, 

and even the trees for animals. When you see small specks of light shining back at you, keep your flash-

light aimed on it and slowly walk towards it. See if you can get close enough to identify what it is.  

 

 Raccoons      Wolf spider                              Moth   

           wikipedia.com                        australianmuseum.net.au                                     Heylittlebat.blogspot.com 


