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Turtles, Turtles, Everywhere [MS] 

 

Grades: 3-5 

Time: 45 minutes to 1 hour 

 

Goals: To determine whether an organism is a box turtle, terrapin, or sea turtle based on certain key 

characteristics and life history. 

 

Objectives: 

Students will be able to: distinguish between three different species of turtle; and use inferences to make 

decisions about species identification. 

 

Materials: 

 Several medium sized bins 

 Photos of an uplands forest (maritime forest) 

 Photos of a salt marsh 

 Photos of the Atlantic Ocean/barrier island coastline 

 Plastic toy fruits and vegetables 

 Stuffed animals: crabs, snails, squid, fox, raccoon, and shark 

 Leaves in plastic baggies 

 Coarse sand in plastic baggies 

 Fine sand in plastic baggies 

 

Preparation: Prepare each bin prior to the start of the lesson.  Each bin will be designated (but not 

labeled) as either a box turtle, terrapin, or sea turtle.  In the box turtle bins, place the photo of the forest, 

the toy fruits and vegetables, stuffed animal fox, and the bag of leaves.  In the terrapin bins, place the 

photo of the salt marsh, the toy crabs and snails, stuffed animal raccoon, and the bag of coarse sand.  In 

the sea turtle bins, place the photo of the beach, the toy squid and extra toy crabs, stuffed animal shark, 

and the bag of fine sand.  You should have enough bins so that your students can work in teams. 

 

Procedures: 

1. Pre-Activity (introduction): Introduce the concept of classifying and identifying species based 

on morphological and physiological characteristics (that is, what they look like and how they 

behave).  Students will use this concept to identify three different types of turtles found in three 

different habitats.  Explain that when scientists discover new species, they often will use other 

species to help them identify the new one.  Begin with a brief discussion about reptiles and 

write out on the board what characteristics all reptiles share.  Ask the students to identify 

known species of reptiles based on these characteristics and what makes them different from 

each other. 
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2. Activity: Divide the class into groups of 4-5 students, depending on how many bins you have 

for each group.  Students will take a look inside their bins and piece all the information 

together to properly identify whether their species is a box turtle, a terrapin, or sea turtle.  

Explain that in each bin there is a photo of their nesting habitat, what the species eats, and what 

eats it.  They are to use what they know about the other species to figure out which species 

belongs in their bins.  Once they have properly identified their species, they are to write it 

down on a piece of paper, but do not share it with any other group. 

 

3. Post-Activity (review): As a class, go through each of the bins to discuss which species each 

one represents.  Box turtles live in uplands forests, feeding on a mixture of fruits and 

vegetables, and can be preyed on by foxes.  Terrapins live in estuaries and salt marshes, feed 

on crabs and snails, and are preyed on by raccoons.  Sea turtles live in the ocean and use the 

beaches to nest, some feed on crabs and squid, and are preyed on by sharks.  Discuss with the 

students how marine biologists can take what they know from other species and classify new 

species they discover, based on certain key characteristics like nesting location, prey species, 

and predators. 
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Background Information: 

*Adapted from New Wave of Learning* 

All turtles, whether land, estuarine or marine, all have the same basic body plan.  The top shell, called the 

carapace, is covered by many overlapping plates called scutes.  Scutes are made of keratin, the same 

material that our hair and fingernails are made from.  The rings on each scute are just like the rings of a 

tree and can tell you how old the turtle is.  The bottom shell, called the plastron, is fused in such a way in 

land and estuarine turtles that the species can tuck its head and limbs inside its shell.  The tail helps to 

provide balance and is used in distinguishing between male and female – a thicker, longer tail belongs to 

the males and a thinner, smaller tail belongs to the females 

 

As reptiles, all forms of turtles, including terrapins and sea turtles, lay a clutch of eggs on dry land.  The 

eggs are soft, leathery and porous and easily susceptible to the elements, which is why they dig nests in 

the sand to protect them.  Using her back feet as scoops, the females will dig a hole anywhere from six 

inches (terrapins) to three feet (Leatherback sea turtles).  The eggs will remain in the nest incubating for 

up to 60 days.  Most hatchlings will be no more than a quarter in size at birth. 
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Box turtles are known as tortoises.  Their thick stocky legs and dome shaped shell provide them with the 

means and protection to walk about the forest floor and hide easily from predators, such as foxes.  Their 

plastron is fully equipped with a hinge, which closes them up completely inside their shell until the threat 

of danger is gone.  They are omnivores, mostly feeding on berries and vegetation and the occasional 

earthworm or insect.  They will only venture into water to drink, not to swim, as their feet are not 

equipped for swimming. 

 

Northern Diamondback terrapins are turtles that live in an estuarine environment and it is the only turtle to 

do so.  They feed in water and will hold their breath for up to ten minutes in order to reach the bottom 

where their prey species – primarily crabs, worms, and snails – live.  They have “swimming feet” – 

webbing between their toes and claws on their feet – instead of stocky flat feet of box turtles. 

 

There are seven species of sea turtles worldwide, most of them living, breeding, and feeding in tropical 

and sub-tropical areas.  Aside from the Australian flatback turtle and the Olive Ridley turtle, the remaining 

five (Loggerhead, Green, Leatherback, Kemp’s Ridley, and Hawksbill) can all be found in Atlantic 

waters.  Two species of sea turtles, the Loggerhead and Kemp’s Ridley have been known to migrate great 

distances in search of food and have been spotted along the coast of New Jersey during their fall and 

spring migrations. 

 

All sea turtles have shells made of hard bony plates fitted together.  Their lungs are their largest organs 

and they can hold their breath for up to forty-five minutes at a time.  Because the space between their 

shells contains their organs, there is no room for them to pull their flippers, head, and tail inside.  Their 

flippers are the most powerful organs and they are quite fast underwater, yet cumbersome on land. 

 

Females will typically lay nests on beaches from southern Virginia down to the Florida Keys from late 

May until late August, but there have been exceptions to this rule (one Green found its way up to 

Delaware in recent years).  Hatchlings are the size of a quarter when born and are susceptible to ghost 

crabs and birds.  They will prey on planktonic larval fish until they can handle larger prey.  Loggerhead 

sea turtles will eat blue crabs, Kemp’s Ridley sea turtles will eat clams and other shellfish, and Green sea 

turtles will eat sea grass as adults.  They are most susceptible to predation from sharks, who have the 

ability to crush through their hard plated shells with their sharp teeth. 

 


