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Biol 119 – Herpetology 

Lab 9: Diversity of the Serpentes & Testudines 
Fall 2013 

 

Philip J. Bergmann 

 

 

 

Lab objectives 
The objectives of today’s lab are to: 

1. Gain an appreciation for the extant diversity of the Serpentes and the Testudines. 

2. Learn to identify species of snakes and turtles that live in Massachusetts. 

3. Gain experience keying snakes and turtles, and familiarity with the important traits. 

Today’s lab is the second designed to introduce you to reptile diversity.  You will get a chance to 

see many specimens of snakes and turtles, which will reinforce material presented in lecture, and 

complete your walk through of herp diversity. 

 

 

Tips for learning the material 
Continue what you have been doing in previous weeks.  Examine all of the specimens on 

display, taking notes, drawings and photos of what you see.  Attempt to identify the local species 

to species and the others to their higher clade.  Quiz each other to see which taxa are easy for you 

and which ones give you troubles, and then revisit the difficult ones. 

 

You will probably find that many of the snakes are harder to identify – they all have a relatively 

similar morphology.  This means that you have to look at the details on these specimens to figure 

out how to identify them.  The synopses for each group should help you.  You will also continue 

to use a taxonomic key, building on your proficiency with that skill.  This is an important tool for 

correctly identifying species, especially when they are very difficult to distinguish from other 

species. 
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Exercise 1: Diversity of Serpentes 
 

General information 
Snakes, along with lizards and 

amphisbaenids, are members of the 

Squamata.  The Serpentes (also 

called Ophidia) comprise a 

monophyletic group that is nested 

within the lizards, rendering lizards 

paraphyletic.  Currently, we 

recognize 15 major clades, 420 

genera and >3,000 species.  With 

>2,100 of these species, the 

Colubroidea is by far the most 

diverse clade of snakes.  The 

Scolecophidia is a group of fossorial, 

secretive snakes called the blind 

snakes, and suggestive of a fossorial 

origin to the entire clade.  Snakes are 

found worldwide except at very high 

latitudes, and range in elevation from 

sea level to over 4,900 m.  Five 

major clades are found in North 

America, north of Mexico.  Although 

Massachusetts is home to 14 species 

of snake, these belong to only two major clades. 

 

Which two clades of snakes are represented in the Massachusetts fauna? 

 

 

 

Generalized morphology 

Most snakes completely lack limbs, but some of the more basal groups, including the Boidae, 

have vestigial hind limb remnants.  Snakes are elongate in body form and the left lung is reduced 

or absent in most species.  Almost all snakes shed their entire skin at once.  They lack eyelids; 

instead a transparent scale called the spectacle covers the eye.  Snakes also lack external ear 

openings and outer ear parts.  They have over 120 presacral vertebrae, and have paired musk 

glands in the tail.  The ventral scales on a snake correspond on a 1-to-1 basis to the precloacal 

vertebrae.  Most snakes, especially the more derived groups, have very kinetic skulls that allow 

them to swallow relatively large prey. 

 

Review and make sure that you are familiar with the different scales on the head and body 

of snakes, as illustrated in your field guide.  This will help you with identification and 

keying.  Also learn how to count scale rows, which is also shown at the beginning of the 

snake section of your field guide. 
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Generalized life history 

All snakes are carnivorous, but some are generalists whereas others may specialize on lizards, 

toads, snails, eggs, or some other prey.  Most snakes are not territorial, and some den 

communally during the winter.  Combat between males over mates occurs in some snakes.  Most 

snakes are oviparous, but ovoviviparity has independently evolved at least 30 times, often in 

species that live in colder environments. Parental care, usually in the form of egg guarding, has 

been documented in a few species. 

 

What is the difference between oviparity and ovoviviparity? 

 

 

 

 

Why might ovoviviparous species be more prevalent in cold environments? 

 

 

 

 

Much can be inferred about the life history of a snake by examining its morphology.  Often, 

diurnal species have round pupils, nocturnal species have vertical pupils, and fossorial species 

have very reduced eyes.  Sit-and-wait predators are usually heavy-bodied whereas active 

foragers are more slender.  Arboreal species are very elongate and may have prehensile tails.  

Blotched and ringed snakes are more likely to rely on crypsis to avoid predators, whereas 

unicolored and striped snakes are likely to try to flee. 

 

Name a species you might expect to be a sit-and-wait predator that is on display today.  

Would you say that it is nocturnal or diurnal?  Why? 

 

 

 

 

 

Name a species that you would expect to be an active forager that is on display today.  Is it 

nocturnal or diurnal?  Why? 

 

 

 

 

 

Name one species that is on display today that is a dietary specialist.  What kind of prey 

does it eat? 
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Conservation 

Snakes are threatened, like many organisms, by habitat destruction.  Road kill is a huge source of 

mortality because many snakes will bask on pavement after sunset.  Some species are highly 

sought after by the pet trade, which has threatened some populations.  Many snakes have slow 

growth rates, small clutch and litter sizes, and high adult survivorship, suggesting that they may 

be particularly vulnerable to the threat of collection.  Outside the U.S., many snakes are 

harvested for human consumption, and in China many species are threatened by this.  In the 

U.S., rattlesnake round-ups lead to the indiscriminate collection and slaughter of thousands of 

snakes each year, despite the fact that these animals play an important role in controlling pest 

rodent populations. 

 

 

Clades within the Serpentes 

Scolecophidia: Blindsnakes and Threadsnakes 

Content and distribution: 30 genera, ~400 species.  Distributed in SW U.S., Mexico, Central and 

South America, Africa, and SW Asia. 

 

Morphology: The Scolecophidia includes some of the smallest snakes; species range in length 

from 10-46 cm.  Unlike other clades of snakes, the mandibles attach anteriorly, so their skulls 

are relatively akinetic and robust.  They have undifferentiated ventral scales, which may help 

them bore through the substrate as they burrow.  Eyes are very small or absent.  Some have 

vestigial hind limbs. 

 

Life history: All are fossorial and most inhabit moist tropical forests, eating ant and termite eggs 

and larvae.  Most if not all are oviparous. 

 

Miscellaneous facts: As the most basal clade of the Serpentes, they give us a clue as to what 

snakes evolved from.  It is thought that snakes originated as small fossorial animals and later 

“resurfaced” and radiated into the diversity we see today. 

 

Species in lab: 

Leptotyphlops sp. – Threadsnake 

 

Examine the specimen of Leptotyphlops.  What is meant by undifferentiated scales?  How 

does this differ from other snakes? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Boidae: Boas (Boinae), Pythons (Pythoninae) and Sand Boas (Erycinae) 

Content and distribution: 25 genera, 98 species.  Worldwide, except eastern and central U.S., 

most of Canada, most of Europe, and East Asia. 
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Morphology: Boids include some of the world’s largest snakes, reaching up to 10 meters in 

length.  The green anaconda (Eunectes murinus) is perhaps the heaviest bodied, while the 

reticulated python (Python reticulates) is the longest.  Boids have kinetic skulls, but they are 

less kinetic than those found in more derived families (colubroids).  Boids are not venomous.  

They have remnants of hind limbs, vestigial pelvic girdles, and two lungs (although one is 

reduced).  Many boids have labial pits that can detect infrared radiation. 

 

Life history: Boids are constrictors and primarily ambush hunters.  Habitats range from rain 

forest to mountain cloud forest to desert.  All pythons are oviparous, whereas all boas and 

most sand boas are viviparous.  Many pythons construct nests in which to lay their eggs and 

remain with their eggs until they hatch.  Some female pythons coil around their eggs and 

shiver to generate heat for incubation.  Some boids can eat very large prey. 

 

Miscellaneous facts: Boids were much more widely distributed and diverse before the colubroids 

evolved during the Miocene (~20 mya).  Today, boids are most diverse in places where there 

are no vipers, such as the Caribbean Islands and Australia. 

 

Species in lab: 

Corallus caninus – Emerald Tree Boa 

Morelia viridis – Green Tree Python 

Python molurus bivittatus – Burmese Python 

Python regius – Ball Python 

Eryx sp. – Sand Boa 

 

Note the well-developed heat-sensing pit organs on the Emerald Tree Boa and the Green 

Tree Python.  These two species are highly convergent.  Give two traits that they share that 

are likely convergent. 

 

 

 

 

 

Can you find vestigial hind limbs on any of the species on display?  Which ones? 
 

 

 

 

 

Take a look at the sand boa on display.  What other snakes do you think it might be 

convergent with that are on display today? 
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“Colubridae”: Colubrids 

Content and distribution: About 320 genera, with over 1800 species.  Distributed worldwide. 

 

Morphology: This is a very diverse group of snakes and there are no morphological 

synapomorphies, since the group is likely para or polyphyletic.  About 1/3 of colubrids are 

venomous, rear-fanged snakes.  Venom runs down the outside of slightly enlarged teeth near 

the rear of the mouth.  Other morphological characteristics are highly variable. 

 

Life history: Also highly variable.  Most are oviparous.  However, garter snakes (Thamnophis) 

are ovoviviparous.  Many colubrid females only reproduce every two or three years. Most 

New World colubrids are active foragers. 

 

Miscellaneous facts: Note that herpetologists use two words that look similar but mean different 

things - colubrid and colubroid.  Colubrid refers only to the Colubridae.  Colubroid refers to 

the clade Colubroidea, which includes four related modern clades: Atractaspididae, 

Colubridae, Elapidae and Viperidae.  The Colubroidea + the Acrochordidae is called the 

Caenophidia, which excludes a number of snake clades, including the Scolecophidia.  

Colubridae is a “trash can” taxon and is likely not monophyletic - it includes about 70% of 

all extant snake species. 

 

On the phylogeny provided above, circle the Colubroidea and put a star beside the 

Colubridae 
 

Species in lab: 

Arizona elegans – Glossy Snake 

Chionactis occipitalis – Western Shovel-nosed Snake 

Chrysopelea sp. – Flying Snake 

Coluber constrictor – Black Racer 

Diadophis punctatus – Ring-necked Snake 

Elaphe guttata – Cornsnake 

Heterodon nasicus – Western Hog-nosed Snake 

Heterodon platyrhinos – Eastern Hog-nosed Snake 

Lampropeltis alterna – Gray Banded Kingsnake 

Lampropeltis calligaster – Prairie Kingsnake 

Lampropeltis getula – Common Kingsnake 

Lampropeltis triangulum – Milksnake 

Lampropeltis sp.– Kingsnake 

Masticophis flagellum – Coachwhip 

Nerodia sipedon – Northern Watersnake 

Nerodia sp. – Assorted Watersnakes 

Opheodrys aestivus – Rough Green Snake 

Opheodrys vernalis – Smooth Green Snake 

Pantherophis obsoletus – Yellow Ratsnake 

Pituophis catenifer – Gophersnake 

Rhinocheilus lecontei – Long-nosed Snake 

Storeria dekayi – DeKay’s Brownsnake 
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Thamnophis marcianus – Checkered Gartersnake 

Thamnophis sauritus – Eastern Ribbonsnake 

Thamnophis sirtalis – Common Gartersnake 

 

What is one synapomorphy for each of the genera Thamnophis, Heterodon, and 

Lampropeltis? 

 

 

 

 

 

For each of the local species, listed in bold above, give one autapomorphy that will allow 

you to ID that species.  Use the space beside the species list. 

 

 

Viperidae: Vipers, Adders and Pitvipers 

Content and distribution: 34 genera, 320 species.  Worldwide, except Australia. 

 

Morphology: All are venomous.  These snakes have a solenoglyphous dentition, or long, hollow 

fangs on a reduced, moveable maxilla.  When the mouth is closed, the fangs are folded flat 

and posteriorly.  When the mouth is opened to strike, the maxilla pivots and the fangs extend 

downward.  Viperids administer a primarily hemotoxic and cytotoxic venom.  However, 

some species (including the Mohave Rattlesnake, Crotalus scutulatus) have developed 

neurotoxic venom as well.  They have extremely kinetic skulls and some can ingest prey 

weighing 1.5 times as much as the snake.  Most are heavy-bodied, but a few are arboreal and 

slender.  Pitvipers have two highly-developed facial pits to detect infrared radiation.  Most 

pitvipers have a tail spine that produces a buzzing sound when vibrated against vegetation.  

In one group of pitvipers, the rattlesnakes, this has developed into an actual rattle. 

 

How do the heat-sensing pit organs of rattlesnakes differ from those seen in boids? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Describe where you find a pitviper’s pit organ. 

 

 

 

 

 

Life history: Most viperids use a combination of ambush and active foraging.  They often utilize 

cryptic coloration to avoid detection.  Most are viviparous, including all rattlesnakes.  

Parental care is common in this family; females remain with their young until at least their 

first shed. 
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Miscellaneous facts: Pitvipers can detect temperature differences as small as 0.03°C!  They use 

their heat sensing pits to track prey that they have envenomated but that has not yet died. 

 

Species in lab: 

Agkistrodon contortrix – Copperhead 

Agkistrodon piscivorus – Cottonmouth 

Crotalus atrox – Western Diamond-backed Rattlesnake 

Crotalus cerastes – Sidewinder 

Crotalus mitchellii – Speckled Rattlesnake 

 

How would you distinguish the one local species we have from its congeneric species? 

 

 

 

 

What is one synapomorphy of Crotalus? 

 

 

 

 

 

Exercise 2: Testudines 
 

General information 

Turtles are very distinct because of their 

shell and the ability to withdraw their 

heads and limbs into the shell.  The 

Testudines are sometimes also called 

Chelonia.  There is some confusion in 

common terminology used for various 

groups of turtles.  The term ‘tortoise’ 

refers to members of the clade 

Testudinidae, which are terrestrial with 

columnar or elephantine hind legs and 

high domed shells.  ‘Terrapin’ is used for 

freshwater species that are generally 

harvested and eaten.  Terrapins belong to 

more than one clade of the Testudines.  

Turtle is a more inclusive term, referring 

to all the Testudines. 

 

There are 13 major clades of Testudines, 

containing about 300 species.  Turtles are 

further divided into two distinctive clades: 

the Pleurodira and Cryptodira.  These 
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are distinguished by their method of neck retraction.  The Pleurodira, or side-necked turtles, bend 

their head and neck to the side (pleuro – Gr. for ‘side’).  The Cryptodira withdraw their necks in 

a vertical plane into their shell (krypto – Gr. for ‘hidden’).  North American turtles all belong to 

the Cryptodira. Turtles are found on all continents except Antarctica, and reach the greatest 

species diversity in the Southeastern United States (35 species) and Southeastern Asia (about 90 

species).  In Massachusetts there are 10 species plus five sea turtles that have been spotted on the 

coast. 

 

The phylogenetic relationships of the Testudines are shown.  As you go through the material 

today, try to think about what sorts of characteristics make some clades of turtles more closely 

related to each other than to others.  A key difference between the Cryptodira and Pleurodira has 

already been discussed. 

 

What is one species of Pleurodira and one species of Cryptodira that is on display today? 
 

 

 

 

 

Generalized morphology 

The turtle shell is comprised of bony plates that are generally covered with keratinized scutes.  

The shell is comprised of two general sections, the dorsal carapace and the ventral plastron.  

The scutes that cover both halves of the shell are grouped and named.  These features are used in 

species recognition so it would be good to familiarize yourself with them. The head is covered 

with horny plates whereas the neck generally lacks scales. The limbs may be covered with 

scales.  Many aquatic species have webbed feet with claws. 

 

Label the different scutes on the shells below.  Do all species of turtles on display have the 

same scutes?  What are two species that differ in the number of scutes?  Which scutes 

differ in number? 
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Evolutionary trends 

The marvelous feature of the shell, from a comparative evolutionary and anatomy standpoint, is 

the fact that the shell is comprised of the rib cage and the limb girdles, with the pectoral girdle 

and pelvis inside the rib cage.  Somehow the ancestral form for the turtles managed this feat and 

it has been so successful very few changes have been made to the basic turtle morphology in 

over 200 million years.  In fact, the genus Podocnemis from South America has not changed in 

shell morphology for over 60 million years.  Turtles have life history strategies that reflect this 

morphological success.  Most turtle mortality occurs during the egg and hatchling stage, when 

the shell is still soft.  Once the shell hardens, turtle survivorship is high.  In addition, sexual 

maturity is delayed in turtles and reproductive success is highly correlated with increased age.  

As a result, the removal of adults for food, medicine or pet trade can have devastating effects on 

wild populations. 

 

Conservation 

Turtle populations everywhere are declining.  Although there have been turtle conservation 

successes (for example, halts in population declines in some sea turtle populations) the opposite 

is the rule.  Turtle products are so popular in Asia that three quarters of Asia’s native turtle 

populations are considered threatened.  During the past century 11 turtle species (out of the 300 

known) have gone extinct and 49% are considered threatened by the IUCN (The World 

Conservation Union, Turtle Conservation fund, 2002).  Demand for turtle products in Asia is so 

great that exports of North American turtles to Asia has increased over 1000% in the past 20 

years.  The pet trade also has been implicated in turtle declines worldwide.  This demand 

combined with worldwide habitat destruction and lack of conservation laws means that turtles 

face considerable threats to their survival.  In the U.S., fifteen species are listed for protection 

under the Endangered Species Act. 

 

 

 

Pough et al. 2004, Fig. 4-5 
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Clades of the Testudines 

Cheloniidae: Marine Turtles 
Content and distribution: 5 genera, 6 species.  Worldwide, in temperate and tropical oceans. 

 

Morphology: This clade includes all marine turtles with hard shells.  Their forelimbs are more 

strongly developed than their hind limbs and are shaped like flippers.  They cannot retract 

their heads inside their shells. Adults vary in size from 70 cm to 1.5 m in length. 

 

Life history: Cheloniids spend their entire lives at sea, except when females come ashore briefly 

to lay eggs.  They typically eat grasses and invertebrates found on the sea floor.  Cheloniids 

are known for their extensive migrations between breeding and feeding sites.  The female 

comes ashore at night to build a nest and lay eggs.  Females usually exhibit high fidelity 

toward nesting beaches.  The clutches are large, with 80-200 eggs.  Several clutches may be 

laid at 2-3 week intervals, although females usually only reproduce once every 2-3 years. 

 

Miscellaneous facts: All five cheloniids that occur in U.S. waters are on the Endangered Species 

List.  Primary threats include the development and destruction of nesting beaches, the 

collection of turtle eggs and hatchlings, and the use of outmoded shrimp nets that trap and 

drown sea turtles.  The use of modified nets that allow turtles to escape are in use by many 

countries but not all. 

 

Species in lab: 

Chelonia mydas – Green Sea Turtle 

 

 

Chelydridae: Snapping Turtles 

Content and distribution:  2 genera, 4 species.  Eastern North America, including southern 

Canada.  Into South America, as far as Ecuador.  Platysternon found in southeastern Asia. 

 

Morphology: Chelydrids have a large head and limbs that cannot be fully retracted into the shell, 

powerful hooked jaws, a long saw-toothed tail, and a small plastron.  They have 11 marginal 

scutes per side. 

 

Life history: Chelydrids are aquatic freshwater and brackish-water turtles, inhabiting swamps, 

ponds, lakes, and streams.  However, they are not particularly strong swimmers and usually 

get around by walking underwater.  They are ambush predators, feeding opportunistically on 

invertebrates, carrion, aquatic plants, fish, birds, and small mammals.  Eggs are deposited in 

nests on land, sometimes as far as 0.5 km from water. 

 

Miscellaneous facts: Macroclemys temminckii is the heaviest freshwater turtle, weighing as 

much as 115 kg (250 lbs).  Chelydrids are known for their nasty tempers and strong jaws, so 

watch your fingers if you encounter them live. 

 

Species in lab: 

Chelydra serpentina – Snapping Turtle 
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What is a synapomorphy of the Chelydridae that will allow you to identify them from other 

testudine clades? 
 

 

 

 

 

Emydidae: Semi-aquatic Pond and Marsh Turtles 

Content and distribution: 12 genera, 52 species.  The Americas, Europe, W Asia, NW Africa. 

 

Morphology: As is often the case with diverse clades, easily recognized synapomorphies are few.  

All have a bony shell covered with keratinous scutes and well-developed limbs.  Most have 

solid plastrons, but three genera have single-hinged plastrons. 

 

What adaptive value would a plastron with a hinge have? 
 

 

Life history: Emydids are aquatic, semi-aquatic, or terrestrial.  They are mostly omnivorous, but 

a few are carnivorous.  Females dig a nest cavity in which eggs are laid.  Reproductive 

activity is strongly correlated with precipitation in many species. 

 

Miscellaneous facts: Commercial collectors, especially in the eastern U.S, have harvested 

Emydid populations heavily.  Trachemys scripta has been introduced to habitats all over the 

world as a result of people letting unwanted pet turtles free. 

 

Species in lab: 

Chrysemys picta – Painted Turtle 

Clemmys guttata – Spotted Turtle 

Gleptemys insculpta – Wood Turtle 

Graptemys geographica – Common Map Turtle 

Graptemys pseudogeographica – False Map Turtle 

Terrapene ornata – Ornate Box Turtle (Although not native to Massachusetts, you 

should be able to ID this species to genus since the similar T. carolina is native.) 

Trachemys scripta – Red-eared Slider 

 

What is one distinguishing feature for each of the species in bold, above? 

 

 

 

 

 

Kinosternidae: Musk and Mud Turtles 

Content and distribution: 5 genera, 25 species.  North, Central, and South America. 

 

Morphology: Kinosternids have a carapace covered by overlapping horny shields.  The plastron, 

which may be greatly reduced, is either singly or doubly hinged.  They have paired musk 
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glands near the bridge that secrete foul smelling fluids when handled.  They have barbels 

(nipple-like projections) on the chin and neck, a short tail, and 11 (23 total) marginal scutes. 

 

Life history: Although at least partly aquatic, they are not strong swimmers; instead they are 

bottom walkers.  They are found in and around the edges of lakes, streams, and ponds, 

preferring slow-moving water with abundant vegetation.  All kinosternids are opportunistic 

feeders, primarily carnivorous, feeding on invertebrates, fish, and frogs. 

 

Miscellaneous facts: “Kinosternon” means moveable chest. 

 

Species in lab: 

Kinosternon baurii – Striped Mud Turtle 

Sternotherus odoratus – Stinkpot 

 

How would you distinguish K. bauerii from S.odoratus? 

 

 

 

 

Testudinidae: Tortoises 

Content and distribution: 15 genera, 57 species.  Worldwide distribution in tropical and 

temperate zones except northern North America, northern Eurasia, and Australia. 

 

Morphology: Testudinids have high domed shells; heavily scaled, strong legs; flattened 

forelimbs with claws; and unwebbed feet.  They are able to fully retract their head and limbs 

into their shell. 

 

Life history: All testudinids are terrestrial and occur in habitats ranging from extremely arid 

desert regions to tropical rainforests.  Most tortoises are herbivorous, but a few are 

omnivorous.  Some species use their flattened forelimbs to dig burrows.  Most lay fairly 

small egg clutches.  Males often compete for females by fighting and trying to flip rivals over 

onto their backs, which can be dangerous when it is hot and the victim cannot flip back over.  

To help them in this endeavor, males of some species have anterior projections of the 

plastron that they can hook under a rival to lift them.  Males often also have a concave 

plastron, allowing them to fit more easily against a female’s carapace during copulation. 

 

Miscellaneous facts: Two of the three U.S. species are endangered.  All belong to the genus 

Gopherus.  Habitat loss due to rapid development in Florida and Arizona are their largest 

threats. 

 

Species in lab: 

Geochelone carbonaria – Red-footed Tortoise 

Gopherus agassizii – Desert Tortoise 

Testudo horsfieldi – Russion Tortoise 
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Examine the specimens of G. agassizii on display.  Can you distinguish males from females?  

What are two distinguishing characteristics? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Trionychidae: Soft-shelled Turtles 
Content and distribution: 13 genera, 30 species.  North America from S. Canada to N. Mexico 

(except for NW U.S), Africa, the Middle East, India and East Asia. 

 

Morphology: Trionychids have nearly circular, flat, flexible shells that are covered in a leathery 

skin that lacks keratinous scutes.  Trionychids have carapace bones that are greatly reduced 

in addition to the lack of shell scutes.  They have long necks, fleshy lips instead of a beak, a 

fleshy proboscis on the snout, and fully webbed paddle-like limbs. 

 

Life history: Trionychids are completely aquatic and strong swimmers.  They are carnivores 

which either ambush or actively seek prey.  They are capable of cutaneous gas exchange, but 

often use their long snouts as snorkels.  Females lay eggs in a nest on land near water. 

 

Species in lab: 

Apalone spinifera – Spiny Softshell 

Pelodiscus sinensis – Chinese Softshell 

 

Give one synapomorphy of the Trionychidae that will help you identify an individual as 

belonging to the clade. 

 

 

 

 

Pelomedusidae: African Side-necked Turtles 
Content and distribution: 2 genera, 18 species.  Distributed in sub-Saharan Africa. 

 

Morphology: As members of the Pleurodira, these turtles cannot retract their neck into the shell.  

Instead, they bend the neck to one side and hide the head under the shell.  The anterior of the 

plastron of pelomedusids is hinged. 

 

Life history: Pelomedusids are freshwater turtles, living in mud at the bottom of rivers and lakes.  

They are carnivores, primarily eating invertebrates.  Many aestivate in the mud during the dry 

season. 

 

Species in lab: 

 Pelusios sp. – African Side-necked Turtle 
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Exercise 3: Keying Snakes & Turtles 
In going through the specimens on display today, you probably noticed that some of the snakes 

and turtles can be tricky to identify.  As you know, a taxonomic key can help you with this.  On 

display are four unidentified specimens that you should key out.  Don't forget to write down the 

steps you took to arrive at each identification. 

 

A. Steps: _________________________  B. Steps: __________________________ 

     Species: _______________________       Species: ________________________ 

 

C. Steps: _________________________  D. Steps: __________________________ 

     Species: _______________________       Species: ________________________ 
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