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Snakes, like lizards, also have dry, scaly skin covered with overlapping scales.  They push 
themselves on their bellies by moving forward or sideways.  They have flexible muscles in 
their jaws that allow them to stretch like a rubber band.  This allows the jaw to get wider 
as it eats.  Snakes use their bellies to move and can molt or shed their skin several times 
in their lives.  The molting process allows the snake to grow.  They also have kidneys, 
which is an organ that filters water from the blood and excretes it as urine. 

There are three major groups of reptiles –
lizards and snakes, alligators and crocodiles, 
and turtles.  Reptiles live all over the world 
except in extremely cold locations. They are 
ectothermic, or cold-blooded.  They thrive in 
warm climates using the energy from the sun 
to keep warm.  Reptiles use internal 
fertilization and lay their eggs on land.  
Internal fertilization is the joining of an egg

and sperm cell during sexual reproduction, and it occurs inside a female’s body.  While still 
inside the mother’s body, fertilized eggs are covered with membranes and a leathery shell.  
This shell, an amniotic egg, helps protect the developing embryo and keeps it from drying 
out.  Almost all reptiles do not care for their young, abandoning their eggs and leaving the 
baby reptiles to grow up on their own.  Crocodiles are the exception. 

There are thousands of species of lizards 
scattered around the globe.  Lizards have skin 
that is covered with overlapping scales that 
prevents them from drying out.  They don’t 
shed their skin whole like snakes do, but rather 
over time they lose patches of it as they grow.  
They have a special adaptation that allows them 
to regenerate their tail if it’s lost when escaping 
from a predator.  The tail separates from the 
body and continues to move, distracting the 
predator and allowing for a speedy getaway.  
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Unlike lizards and snakes, a turtle’s body is covered by a protective shell that 
develops from its ribs.  They retreat into the shell when threatened or when they 
sleep.  Turtles live in or near water and can hold their breath underwater for a very 
long time.  Turtles eat plants and fish.  Like other reptiles, they lay leathery eggs.  
They migrate from feeding areas to nesting grounds where they dig a hold on a 
sandy beach and lay their eggs.  They cover them and return to the ocean.  A 
hatchling must then make its way from the nest to the ocean, which is a dangerous 
time for a sea turtle.  

Both crocodiles and alligators spend most of their lives in water but are adapted to 
living on land as well.  They have four legs and a muscular tail for swimming.  They 
have powerful jaws and large scales, and their eyes and nostrils can be found on 
top of their heads. The main difference between a crocodile and an alligator is the 
differences of their snouts.  The crocodile has a long, V-shaped snout, and an 
alligator has a wide, rounded, u-shaped snout. 

Birds, unlike reptiles, are endothermic 
vertebrates that live in diverse 
environments around the world. The 
shapes of their feet, legs, and beaks
allow them to thrive and survive in 
these different places.  The webbed 
feet of a duck are arranged in a way 
that is ideal for swimming.  An ostrich 
has long, powerful legs that can cover 
10 feet in a single stride.  The sharp bill 
of a gull allows it to snatch its prey, toss 
it in the air, and then swallow it whole.  
A bird’s beak is made of keratin, which makes it hard and durable and ideal for pecking 
holes and eating. 
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A bird, spending much of its life in the air, requires a tremendous amount of energy.  
Birds have efficient respiratory system with a pair of lungs that move oxygen quickly 
through their bodies.  Birds have a four-chambered heart that is large and 
systematic, giving it the stamina it needs for its many adaptations for flight.  They 
have a high energy diet consisting of insects, seeds, and sometimes other small 
animals.  A bird has wings with a defined shape, allowing for movement and the 
surface area needed to fly.  Their bones are hollow, making them light and able to 
support their wings.  The muscles on their breastbone provides power and endurance 
needed for both shorter and longer flights. The feathers found on a bird’s wings and 
tail are referred to as flight feathers.   Their contour feathers give them a streamline 
shape, creating an aerodynamic force that enables flight.  A bird can change the shape 
of its wing to slow down or speed up.  Down feathers provide insulation and help 
maintain body temperature.    
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