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Are fungi dangerous? 
No fungus is harmful to touch or pick. A very few species are dangerously poisonous when eaten and a number of 
others would make you quite ill, but only if you ate them.  Washing hands before a meal is, however, a sensible 
precaution after spending time outdoors. 

A few species are good to eat but knowing which requires knowledge and judgement which most children would 
lack. There are so many things to do with fungi besides eating them! 

Finding fungi 

The majority of larger fungi ‘fruit’ in the autumn – from the last week of September to the middle of November. The 
substrate needs to be thoroughly wetted before fruiting bodies develop. Frosts bring the main season to an end.  

The largest variety of fungal forms can be found in woods, especially if there is a diversity of tree species and plenty 
of dead wood. Old grasslands have their own suite of species, as do more specialised habitats such as dung, 
woodchips and old bonfire sites.   

Fungi in the scheme of things 
Fungi, together with bacteria, are the decomposers in the natural world. Decomposition sounds bad but it is 
essential. Without it we would not only be covered in dead organisms and their waste products but all the elements 
required for new life, including carbon, would be locked up. 

Many fungi work with other organisms to supply them directly with essential nutrients and, in return get sugars from 
their ‘hosts’. Most trees, and many other plants, form mycorrhizal associations with fungi in which the mycelium of a 
specific fungus is invited to enter the plant’s roots. In lichens, the fungus forming the body of the organism is 
supplied with food by photosynthetic algae living within its tissues. 

Some fungi, but not the majority, are parasites and feed on living plants causing plant diseases. A few even parasitise 
animals. 

How fungi work 

Fungi are neither plants nor animals but are placed in a kingdom of their own. Like animals, they feed on other 
organisms, mostly after these have died. The feeding and growing part of a fungus is its mycelium, a branching 
network of very fine thread-like cells which are out of sight within the food source. These secrete digestive enzymes 
which break down the food into products that can be absorbed. Fungi growing on soil are generally consuming 
humus (dead plant material). 

The visible ‘fruiting bodies’ are structures that produce and release spores. Spores are the equivalent of seeds but 
are much smaller so contain very little food. Most spores are single cells, about one hundredth of a millimetre long. 
These are blown by the wind and, if they land in an appropriate place, will germinate to produce a new fungus. 

Identifying fungi 

With over 10,000 species in Britain, half of them big enough to see easily, precise identification can be tricky. 
Variation between individuals of the same species can make it even more difficult and by no means all can be 
identified even from good illustrations.  

Fungi Name Trail, a fold-out publication by the Field Studies Council (2003) ISBN: 1 85153 891 7 enables names to be 
put to a limited number of species and can be used by children. To progress further, see sheets on An Approach to 
Fungus Identification. 

Conservation 
When you pick a fungus you are not picking the whole organism; it is like picking an apple off a tree – the tree will 
continue to grow. You will be reducing its dispersal opportunities to some extent but it is considered acceptable to 
pick fungi for identification (there is no real alternative) or in small quantities for personal consumption.  Picking for 
commercial purposes may be more destructive and is often illegal. Moreover it can remove a significant amount of 
habitat for the hundreds of species of beetles and flies that breed in specific kinds of fleshy fungi. 

 



Fungus names 

All organisms have an official scientific name in two parts and in Latin form but until recently most fungi lacked 
English names. Now, however, names for 1400 species have been invented and are becoming widely used. Some of 
the more whimsical names are memorable. Examples include: Blusher, Hairy Curtaincrust, Stinkhorn, Scurfy Twiglet, 
Wrinkled Peach, Dead Man’s Fingers, The Flirt, Turkeytail, King Alfred’s Cakes and  Deceiver. 

Don’t worry about pronunciation too much – half of all mycologists say fung-ee; the other half say funj-eye. 

Forms of fungi include: 

Agarics - fleshy; stem and cap with gills below. A, B, C, D 

Boletes - fleshy; stem and cap with pores below.  E 

Tooth fungi  - with fleshy teeth below. 

Brackets  - no stem; on wood; with pores below.  F 

Resupinates – form crusts on wood. 

Puffballs etc – spores develop within cavity in fungus. G 

Spindle fungi – simple or branched structures H 

Cup fungi – saucer shaped; spores on upper surface; mostly small. 

etc.  

 

 

 

 

Fungus activities with children 

 Simply finding different fungi in the autumn is an activity in itself. Naming them adds to the interest but to 
do this properly requires some specialist knowledge. Fungi can be drawn or photographed . 

 Spore prints of gill fungi generally create interest and can be a first step in identification since they reveal the 
colour of the spores: 

1   Find a fresh-looking toadstool-type fungus. 

2   Cut off its cap. 

3   Place the cap, gills downward on to paper (use black paper for pale-spored fungi) 

4   Cover with a basin or carton (to keep moist and prevent draughts). 

5   Leave overnight (or at least a few hours). 

6   Gently remove the cap (without smearing the spore-print). 

7   To keep the print, carefully cover it with sticky-back plastic. 

 Games can be devised in which the English names (see above) have to be connected with pictures. 

 To demonstrate the mycelium of a fungus, place an opened umbrella on the ground with 6 - 8 tent pegs in a 
circle round its base. This represents the mushroom. Supply each child with some lengths of brightly 
coloured string or wool with loops at the ends, and a few tent pegs. Children in the first group each attach a 
piece of string to a tent peg at the base then stretch it out to another tent peg. Other children then attach 
strings to the outer pegs, more than one to each, to show that the mycelium can extend many feet from the 
fruiting body to form a branching network. 
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