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About This Activity
Topic: Sea Turtles of South Carolina

Grades: 4th, 5th

Lesson Length: 45-50 mins (plus 30 mins for the optional art project) 

Theme: Sea turtles are essential to the coastal ecosystem of South Carolina. 

Objectives
Participants will be able to:
•	 Identify the native species of sea turtle in South Carolina.
•	 Explain two environmental impacts for sea turtles.
•	 Describe two adaptations sea turtles have.
•	 Create a sea turtle out of repurposed materials. 

Materials
•	 Whiteboard, smartboard, or chalkboard and drawing tools for this board
•	 Computer and internet access (for sea turtle ID)
•	 Sea Turtles of South Carolina Slides

Marine Education

Learn more at: 
www.scseagrant.org/education-program
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https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1Y6GE0b20r4pT4PID5lQy3qaDut_bGQNQskQy98tK96w/edit?usp=sharing


•	 Turtle Tag:
•	 Open space in which to play the game
•	 Food resource cards
•	 Habitat signs to designate shelter areas
•	 Predator and threat cards

•	 Sea Turtle Art Project:
•	 Glue
•	 Paint
•	 Scissors
•	 Miscellaneous repurposed items (such as soda bottles, paper towel tubes, old 

magazines, cardboard boxes, etc.)

Engage
What is a sea turtle? (10 - 15 mins)

As a class, build a sea turtle together on a whiteboard, paper, or other visual tool. Ask students 
to raise their hand to contribute a part of the turtle drawing. Once they share a part, invite 
them to come to the front to add it to the class turtle drawing. As students add a new part, the 
instructor (or the student) will provide information about how a turtle uses this body part to 
help them survive. A key to an example drawing, and an optional worksheet, are included in the 
supplemental materials at the end of this lesson plan.

Highlight the following adaptations of a turtle:
•	 Head: Once a student draws the head, ask students what additional parts may be on the 

head of the turtle. 
As a group, add:

•	 Nose: Sea turtles breathe air and need to surface every 4 to 7 hours to breathe. This 
means they are holding their breath for 4 to 7 hours! How frequently they surface 
depends on if they are active (such as swimming) or resting (sleeping). 

•	 Eyes: Sea turtles have 3 eyelids! An upper and lower outer eyelid and one that is a thin, 
membrane. 

•	 This thin membrane allows sea turtles to see underwater, much like how you or I 
may use goggles.

https://www.scseagrant.org/wp-content/uploads/Turtle-Food-Game-Cards.pdf
https://www.scseagrant.org/wp-content/uploads/Turtle-Habitat-Cards.pdf
https://www.scseagrant.org/wp-content/uploads/Turtle-Threats-and-Predators-Cards.pdf


•	 Sea turtles also may look like they are crying, but this is how they are getting rid of 
excess salt from their bodies. 

•	 Beak: Turtles don’t have any teeth! Instead, they use their powerful beak to eat. Each 
type of turtle has a unique beak to help them eat their prey which may consist of 
crabs, jellyfish, sea sponges, sea urchins, sea snails, or seagrass. 

•	 Neck: Like us, sea turtles have a neck that connects their head to the rest of their 
body. Sea turtles cannot pull their head into their shells like some other species of 
turtles, such as box turtles.

•	 Ears: If a student suggests adding an ear, explain that sea turtles don’t have an 
external ear opening that we can see, but they do have an ear! It is protected by a layer 
of skin, fat, and scales. 

•	 Flippers: Sea turtles’ flippers allow them to be strong swimmers but are not great on 
land. They flap their flippers like wings to swim through the water. If there is enough 
space, ask students to show how they think a sea turtle swims. 

•	 Claw: Most sea turtles have a small nail, or claw, on their flippers. Leatherback 
turtles lack this nail.

•	 Shell: Most sea turtles (except the leatherback sea turtle) have a strong, bony shell 
made up of scutes. Sea turtles cannot hide in their shell, or leave it behind because the 
shell is modified rib bones and a part of the turtle’s body (have students feel their rib 
bones). If you were a turtle, your back ribs would be on the outside of your body and 
be your shell!

•	 Scutes: These small bony plates make up the turtle’s shell to help protect them. 
You can tell the species, or type, of sea turtle based on the placement of the 
scutes and the shape of the shell! 

•	 Tail: All sea turtles have a tail. The adult male turtles, or boy turtles, typically have a 
larger, longer tail but juvenile (young) sea turtles usually have similar-sized tails.

Explain
Who are our Native South Carolina Sea Turtles? (10 -15 mins)
•	 As a class, pull up the PowerPoint with images of the native sea turtles and use the online key 

from Sea Turtle Conservancy to walk through identifying the five native sea turtles together.

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1Y6GE0b20r4pT4PID5lQy3qaDut_bGQNQskQy98tK96w/edit?usp=sharing
https://conserveturtles.org/information-about-sea-turtles-special-identification-key-2/


•	 For more information on the native sea turtles featured in this activity, check out the 
following species pages on the NOAA Fisheries Species Directory:

•	 Loggerhead
•	 Kemp’s Ridley
•	 Green
•	 Hawksbill
•	 Leatherback 

Explore
Turtle Tag (15 - 20 mins)

The following activity has been modified from Loggerhead Marinelife Center’s activity “Race for 
Survival” from the Ocean Explorers Activity Guide for Grades K-5. 

1. As a class, review the four needs every animal, including humans, needs to survive:
•	 Food: For sea turtles, this may include crabs, seagrass, jellyfish, or sea snails.
•	 Water: Sea turtles live in the water, but they also need to drink it!
•	 Shelter: Shelter for some animals may be a tree or den, but for sea turtles, this may be 

a coral reef, open ocean, or seagrass.
•	 Space: If there are too many animals, there won’t be enough resources! Everyone 

needs space to survive. 
2. Assign students a species of sea turtle (Loggerhead, Leatherback, or Green). Make sure 

students know what each species eats and where it lives in the ocean. You may want to 
write this on the board for students to refer to during the game:

•	 Loggerheads > eat crabs > lives in coral reefs
•	 Greens > eat seagrass > live in seagrass beds
•	 Leatherbacks > eat jellyfish > live in open ocean

3. Place habitat signs (included in supplemental materials) in three corners of the room, 
designating the shelter (CORAL REEF, SEAGRASS, OPEN OCEAN).

4. Scatter resource cards (included in supplemental materials) over the playing area floor.
5.	Each student begins by finding the designated shelter spot for their species:

•	 GREEN TURTLE—SEAGRASS (seagrass is shelter & food)
•	 LOGGERHEAD—CORAL REEF

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species-directory?oq=&field_species_categories_vocab=1000000045&field_region_vocab=1000001121&items_per_page=25
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/loggerhead-turtle
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/kemps-ridley-turtle
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/green-turtle
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/hawksbill-turtle
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/leatherback-turtle
http://www.dnr.sc.gov/seaturtle/education/Activityguide.pdf


•	 LEATHERBACK—OPEN OCEAN
6.	When you say go, students must leave their shelter to find one food resource card. They 

must return to their shelter after they find a food resource and wait for the next round.
7.	Next, choose 2-3 students to become a predator or a threat, and give them each a card 

(included in supplemental materials). 
8. Explain to students that “predators” and “threats” can tag turtles to capture them, but then 

must walk anywhere out-of-bounds before returning to capture another turtle. At this time, 
determine the out-of-bounds area that predators and threats must go to before returning 
to the game area to tag another turtle. Captured turtles must exit the game area. Turtles 
are considered safe inside their shelter areas (no capturing allowed).

9. Continue until all resources are gone, or until there are about 10 minutes left in class (to 
allow time to debrief). 

10. Have students return to their seats and collect game materials.

Elaborate
Environmental Impacts to Turtles (5 -10 mins) 

Lead students through a discussion about the sea turtle game. In particular, highlight:
•	 What happens when the turtles run out of resources?
•	 What types of “predators” or “threats” did the turtles have to face? Were they natural 

predators or human-caused?
•	 As a class, review SCDNR guidelines about interacting with sea turtles and discuss how/why 

following these guidelines is important for sea turtle conservation:
Biologists urge the public to assist with sea turtle conservation by reporting all dead or 
injured sea turtles to 1-800-922-5431. Additionally, the following tips are useful:

•	 Never disturb a sea turtle crawling to or from the ocean.
•	 Once a sea turtle has begun nesting, observe her only from a distance.
•	 Do not shine lights on a sea turtle or take flash photography.
•	 Turn out all lights visible from the beach, dusk to dawn, from May through October.
•	 Turn off all outdoor and deck lighting to reduce disorientation for nesting adults and 

hatchlings.
•	 Close blinds and drapes on windows that face the beach or ocean.
•	 Fill in holes on the beach at the end of each day as adults and hatchlings can become 



trapped.
•	 Do not leave beach chairs, tents, etc. on the beach overnight.
•	 Never attempt to ride a sea turtle.

Evaluate
Call to Action / Art Project (30 mins) 

After completing the lesson about sea turtles, explain to students that today we will be 
practicing the second R of the four R’s (Refuse, Reduce, Reuse, Recycle) by making turtle art from 
repurposed materials. 

Optional: Engage students in a conversation about how art can serve as a means to create 
change. Challenge students to create their turtle art to capture a conservation idea about turtles, 
such as (but not limited to):
•	 How turtles are important for the ecosystem
•	 Impact of humans on turtles 
•	 Call to action: how you can help 

Additional Resources/ Extension
SCDNR Sea Turtle Coloring Book

Sea Science Sea Turtle Edition

Supplemental Materials
The following pages contain handouts and keys for this lesson. 

https://www.dnr.sc.gov/seaturtle/education/Sea%20Turtle%20Coloring%20Book.pdf
https://www.dnr.sc.gov/marine/pub/seascience/pdf/seaturtle.pdf


1. ________

3.________

4.______

2._______

6.________

7.________

9.________

11._________

10.________

5._____

8.________

SSeeaa  TTuurrttllee  AAddaappttaattiioonnss
Using the word bank, fill in the blanks with the 
correct name of the part of the sea turtle the 
arrow is pointing to. 

WWoorrdd  BBaannkk

Beak

Ears

Eyes

Shell

Tail 

Neck 

Nose

Scutes

Flippers

Head 

Nail 



Head Eyes

Ears

Beak

Nail

Scutes 

Flippers

Tail

Neck

Shell

SSeeaa  TTuurrttllee  AAddaappttaattiioonnss  
DDrraawwiinngg  EExxaammppllee  aanndd  KKeeyy

Nose
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