WARGO NATURE CENTER PRESENTS

REPTILES WEEK
Reptiles are cold-blooded (ectothermic), vertebrate (have a backbone and skeleton) animals that
have scaly bodies and lay eggs. Reptiles include snakes, turtles, and lizards. Amphibians, such as
frogs and salamanders, are sometimes confused with reptiles but have smooth, sometimes slimy
skin and no scales. Many reptiles can be commonly found throughout Minnesota and the greater
Metro area. Examples you might find include Garter Snakes and Painted Turtles.

T E R MS
Ectotherm - another term for a
“cold-blooded” animal, meaning the animal does not generate its own body heat
and obtains warm from its environment.
Vertebrate - animals that have a backbone and internal skeleton, such as reptiles, amphibians, mammals, and birds.

R E P T I L E S WE E K R E S OU R CES
CLICK ON THE LINKS BELOW
FOR MORE INFORMATION
Reptiles and Amphibians of Minnesota
Snakes and Lizards of Minnesota
Protect Our Turtles
Turtle Power
Reptile Renaissance
Minnesota Herpetological Society

REP T I L E S W E E K
D AY 1
Getting to Know Minnesota’s Reptiles
Take a look at the reptiles – snakes, lizards, and turtles – on this page from the Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources. You can click on the names of each species to find more
information about the species, including range maps for many of them.

List five species of
reptiles you might find
near you, either from
personal experience or
from the information you
found on the website.
Remember, frogs
and salamanders are
amphibians, not reptiles.
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REP T I L E S W E E K
D AY 2
Reptile Senses
Reptiles experience the world in their own unique ways. Today we’ll explore some of these
senses.
You most likely are aware that snakes
often stick out their tongues, but do
you have any idea why that is? They
are using it to smell!
Snakes bring in scents on their tongue
which is processed in their Jacobson’s
Organ. This sense of smell is one of
the most important senses to snakes.
What sense do you think turtles and
lizards primarily rely on? Make a guess
and then check the bottom of the
page for the answer.

Try using your different senses – hearing, sight, touch, taste, and smell. Which one do you think
you use the most? Write about or draw what it would be like if you used a different sense as
your main sense.

WHAT’S YOUR NEW MAIN SENSE?

Answer: sight

REP T I L E S W E E K
D AY 3
A Turtle’s Year
Minnesota has nine species of turtle and they
are a common site during the warmer parts
of the year. What does a year look like for a
turtle?
In the early spring they mate and lay eggs
in late May and June. This is a dangerous
time for turtles as they may cross roads and
other areas where they can be hit by cars
or exposed to predators. Depending on the
species of turtle they may lay only a few eggs
or over 50!
The adult turtle will spend the rest of the
summer in its home range feeding plants and
small animals.

control their own body temperature and
energy levels. Turtles will move into
overwintering areas at the bottoms of
streams, lakes, and ponds.
Turtles have very low activity levels during the
winter. Some species barely move all winter,
while other species may travel long distances
slowly over the whole winter.
Because they are not using much energy,
turtles need very little oxygen during the
winter. They absorb oxygen directly from the
water rather than needing to come to the
surface as they do when they are more active.

The young turtles will hatch from their eggs in
about two months and crawl toward a nearby
water source. They are especially vulnerable
to predators at that time.
Turtles become less active as the weather
cools. As ectothermic (cold-blooded) animals
they depend on the outside temperature to

TURTLE IDENTIFICATION

The best time to look for turtles is in the late spring and early summer. During the spring
watch from them traveling to their nests. During the warm summer months look for turtles
basking on logs and other warm areas near water. Can you identify the species you see?
Use this guide and the list on this page to help identify them and keep track of the species
you see. Binoculars can help you see turtles from a distance without disturbing them.

Blanding’s turtle

Ouachita map turtle

Snapping turtle

False map turtle

Painted turtle

Spiny softshell turtle

Northern map turtle

Smooth softshell turtle

Wood turtle

REP T I L E S W E E K
D AY 4
A Snake’s Year
Minnesota has 17 species of snakes, although
many of them are uncommonly seen.
The majority of snakes in Minnesota are
harmless – although like many animals they
can bite if scared. Only two species – Timber
Rattlesnakes and Massasaugas – are venomous
but are very rare in Minnesota. They are located
in the very southeast part of the state and no
recent surveys have found Massasaugas in
Minnesota.
Like turtles and other reptiles in Minnesota they
breed in the early spring and lay eggs after
that. However, some species of snakes mate in
the fall.

in mammals, but it is called brumation. They
find a safe area, called a hibernaculum, such
as in animal holes, under rock structures, etc.
They may share this area with many other
snakes. They are not asleep but slowly active.
They have so little energy that they don’t eat all
winter, as they are not able to digest food.
When snakes are active, they can often be
found basking in the sun – laying out in warm
areas such as on roads, sidewalks, or rocky
area. Try looking for snakes once the weather is
warm. In the evening, as the temperature cools,
rocky surfaces will stay warm and snakes will
lay out on them to stay warm.

Eggs are laid in dug out areas in the ground –
like turtles – and left to hatch on their own. They
typically take about 1.5-2 months to hatch.
During the late fall through early spring months
the snakes are dormant. This is like hibernation

SNAKE IDENTIFICATION
Try visiting a nearby park with good natural habitat – such as Coon Rapids Dam, Bunker Hills,
or Rice Creek Chain of Lakes – in the evening to see if you can find snakes on the sidewalks
or nearby. Try observing the snakes without disturbing them. Can you identify any of the
species? Use this guide to help you identify them. Use the list on this page to keep track of
the species you see.
Brown snake

North American Racer (Blue racer)

Ringneck snake

Bullsnake (Gophersnake)

Northern water snake

Smooth green snake (Grass snake)

Common garter snake

Plains garter snake

Western Fox snake

Eastern hognose snake

Plains hog-nosed snake

Massasauga

Lined snake

Ratsnake

Timber Rattlesnake

Milk snake

Redbelly snake

REP T I L E S W E E K

Help scientists know more about reptile and
amphibian populations by using HerpMapper.
You can upload reptile and amphibian observations
to the HerpMapper website or free app.

D AY 5
Reptile Conservation
Many reptile populations have declined in the last several decades, with some species
becoming endangered or threatened due to substantial population loss.

Many groups are involved in protecting reptiles and related animals. Check out the following
resources for organizations involved in reptile conservation and education:
• Minnesota Herpetological Society
• Center for Snake Conservation
• Turtle Survival Alliance
Creating a wildlife friendly yard can support reptiles, as well as many other animals. Reptiles
such as snakes can act as great pest control in your yard. The MN DNR has an article on how to
reduce issues with snakes by keeping them out of your house.
To create a wildlife friendly yard, consider the following:
• Plant with native plant species that support wildlife. See the Pollinator Friendly Alliance
for more information.
• Reduce herbicide and insecticide use, which can harm reptiles and other wildlife or their
food resources.
• Leave yard space less managed and more “wild” to allow wildlife to exist.
• For reptiles make brush and rock piles to allow them to hide and rest.
• Create basking spots for reptiles to warm up by having exposed rocks sunny areas.
• See the following two articles for more ideas: 4 Ways to Create a Backyard Herp Haven
and Attracting Snakes into your Backyard

What reptile-friendly features you would add to your backyard or neighborhood area?
Draw them on the next page.

Make a drawing of your yard or a neighborhood area and what
reptile-friendly features you would add to it.

A N O K A C O U N T Y P A R KS
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RE PTI L E S W E E K
CRA FT - F L O ATING TURTLE C R AFT
Supplies
1 sheet of paper
Green foam sheet
Scissors
Glue/hot glue
Pen
Paint
Plastic bottle or fruit/applesauce cup(shell)
Googly eyes or permanent marker
Instructions
If you are using a plastic bottle cut off the
bottom to use for the shell. The height of the
shell is up to you. Trace your shell on a piece of
paper. Draw your turtle shape using that circle
then cut it out. Trace your turtle shape onto the
green foam sheet and cut out. Paint the inside
of your shell. Let dry.
Glue shell to the foam turtle shape, glue eyes
onto the turtle head or draw them on with a
permanent marker. Let dry completely before
going to find water. These are so fun! If you
want them to last longer I would recommend
trying hot glue to attach the shell and eyes.
If you have a sponge laying around you could
also substitute that for the foam and make
sure to use hot glue to attach them.

To read these books and more search under the

Anoka County Library E-library page.
No library card needed!
https://www.anokacounty.us/2599/eLibrary
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