


▪At 4,500 acres, Shelby Farms Park is one of America’s 
largest urban parks! 

▪Shelby Farms Park has more than 20 lakes and ponds, 
more than 40 miles of trails, and a variety of animal and 
plant species that call the Park, “home.”

▪Shelby Farms Park Conservancy is a 501(c)3 nonprofit 
organization that manages and operates Shelby Farms 
Park and Shelby Farms Greenline.  

About Shelby Farms Park



This presentation will review:
▪Characteristics of reptiles
▪Adaptations that help reptiles 
survive in their environment

Reptiles are a group of animals that include 
snakes, lizards, turtles, alligators and crocodiles. 
However, only species of snakes, lizards, and 
turtles live at Shelby Farms Park.

Reptiles



All reptiles share the following characteristics:
▪ Lungs – All reptiles have lungs for breathing.

▪Heart and Blood – Most reptiles (but not all) have a 
three-chambered heart to circulate blood.

▪Ectothermic (cold-blooded) – A reptile cannot regulate 
its own body temperature. Its body temperature 
fluctuates based on its surroundings, and therefore, it 
relies on the environment to regulate body heat. 

Characteristics of Reptiles



Because reptiles are ectothermic 
animals, they often bask (lie in an area 
for warmth and light) to increase their 
body temperature. They will find a 
shaded area if they need to cool off.

Example – Turtles can often be found 
basking on rocks or logs in lakes at 
Shelby Farms Park, like the turtle 
pictured here.
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Can you spot the 
turtles basking in 
the sun in this 
picture?

How many turtles 
do you see?
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▪Vertebrates – All reptiles have a backbone 
and skeletal system. Find the backbone in 
the picture of this lizard skeleton. Notice 
how it starts at the base of the skull (its 
neck) and continues into its tail. 

A backbone can also be called a spine, 
spinal column, or vertebral column. The 
individual bones that make-up the 
backbone are called vertebrae. 
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Challenge
This picture shows the 
inside of a carapace 
(upper portion of the shell) 
of a snapping turtle. Can 
you find where its 
backbone is located in the 
shell?
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As you can see, a turtle shell 
contains many of the turtle’s 
bones such as its vertebrae 
and its ribs. Do you think that 
a turtle loses it shell to find a 
new one?

▪No – a turtle’s shell is part of 
its body, so the shell grows 
with the turtle!
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▪Oviparous, Ovoviviparous, or Viviparous 
▪Oviparous – refers to animals that lay eggs. Their offspring 
develops and hatches from these eggs. Reptile eggs are 
covered in a shell and laid on land. Examples: eastern box 
turtles and five-lined skinks 
▪Ovoviviparous – refers to animals that produce eggs 
covered in a shell, but these animals keep their eggs inside 
their body until hatching. Example: cottonmouth snake
▪Viviparous – refers to animals that give birth to live offspring. 
These offspring are not covered in a shell like the offspring of 
oviparous and ovoviviparous animals. There are no native 
examples of viviparous reptiles at the Park. 
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▪Scales and/or scutes:
▪Scales – Lizards, snakes, and the limbs of turtles are 
covered in scales. Scales are made of keratin and 
are actually dry, not slimy. Scales help reptiles 
retain moisture in their bodies.
▪Scutes – The shells of many species of turtles are 
covered in scutes which are plates made of 
keratin.
▪Both scales and scutes help protect a reptile’s 
body, and they can vary in color and pattern.
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Can you see the scales on this 
snake skin? 

Find and count 15 scales in the 
magnified picture of the snake skin 
in the upper right.
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Can you see the 
lizard’s scales in 
these pictures?

How do these 
scales look similar 
to the scales on 
the snake skin from 
the previous slide?
How do they look 
different?
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Can you find a lizard in 
this picture?

Notice how the color  
and pattern of the 
scales provide 
camouflage which 
helps protect the lizard 
from other animals.
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Find the scutes on each turtle shell. Can you identify whether each photo 
shows the carapace (top portion) or plastron (bottom portion) of the shell? 
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Reptiles have physical adaptations, 
such as scales made of keratin, 
and behavioral adaptations, such 
as basking in the sun. The following 
slides provide additional examples 
of physical and behavioral 
adaptations that help reptiles 
survive in their environment.

Some snakes can climb trees as a way to 
catch their prey (animals they eat) or 

avoid predators (animals that eat them).
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Adaptation to survive in cold temperatures
▪Brumation: Because reptiles cannot control their own 
temperature, they must adapt to survive the colder 
winter months in Shelby Farms Park. Brumation is a 
period of inactivity in which reptiles slow their heart 
rates, slow their digestion process, and mostly stop 
eating. Reptiles will brumate in burrows, rock crevices, 
leaf litter, and other places. Many turtles will actually 
brumate at the bottom of ponds or shallow lakes.  
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Adaptation to catch prey
▪Pit organs: These specialized organs are located 
between the eyes and nostrils of certain snakes, but 
not all snakes have these. The “pits” detect body heat 
from animals which helps the snake locate its prey, 
such as rodents, even at night. 
▪Examples of snakes that have pit organs include 
rattlesnakes, cottonmouths (also called water 
moccasins), and copperheads.
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Adaptation to escape from 
predators
▪Detaching a tail: Many 
lizards, like five-lined skinks 
and broadhead skinks, 
have the ability to detach 
(remove) their tail as a 
defense mechanism. 
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Why would a lizard detach its tail?
▪ To escape if a predator catches it by its tail

How does a lizard detach its tail?
▪ There are weak spots in the tail that enable it to 
break off. After the tail is detached, it will continue 
to wiggle while the lizard is running away. The 
wiggling tail confuses the predator, making it 
believe that it successfully caught the lizard. 
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There are many other adaptations that reptiles possess.  
Can you think of two additional adaptations?

Reptile Adaptations



Thanks for learning!
Now test your knowledge in the Reptile Word Scramble 

that can be downloaded and printed from our website at 
shelbyfarmspark.org/learn

Thanks to International Paper for helping make education programs at Shelby Farms Park possible. 


