
Ithaca Intact School Based Activities

Activity Name: Building a Reptile Retreat- Turtle Terrace

Activity Objective: To introduce students to the needs of living things, specifically reptiles. 
Students will discuss the life-cycle of reptiles. Students will be introduced to 
the role of reptiles within Australian ecosystems, particularly those 
associated with Ithaca Creek, and those factors threatening urban wildlife. 
Students will work together to construct a suitable habitat for freshwater 
turtles. 

Materials Required:
 Black plastic liner
 Rocks of varying sizes
 Logs, sticks, leaves
 Laminated cut-outs of water plants
 Laminated reptile picture cards
 Assorted plants (preferably natives species to Enoggera Catchment)
 Washed sand/gravel

Safety Notes: This activity is low risk and can be undertaken either indoors or outside. In the case 
of working outside students should have sun protective clothing, sunscreen, water 
bottles and sturdy footwear. Students should be advised not to touch any animals 
with their hands without the supervision of an adult. Students should wash their 
hands after handling any organic materials and should be mindful of fingers and toes 
whilst manoeuvring logs and rocks.

General Information about Australian Freshwater Turtles
 Turtles are Vertebrates (meaning they have a backbone), belonging to the Class  Reptilia

o Features of reptiles include
 breathe with lungs
 lay eggs (soft-shelled)
 ectothermic (they derive their heat from their surrounds)
 Fertilisation is internal
 Body is covered in scales

 General Information
o There are approximately 24 species native to Australia
o Freshwater turtles belong to family Chelidae

 Flattened shell and clawed webbed feet
 Some have short necks, whilst others have long snake-like necks for 

ambushing prey
 Side-necked turtles are found in southern hemisphere only

o Over 67% of Australian freshwater turtles are listed as threatened on the IUCN red 
list

 Habitat
o Different species occupy different habitats including turbid waters at the bottom of 

rivers and streams and hiding between tree roots. Others prefer swamps and 
billabongs and weedy areas and many enjoy basking on logs and rocks

 Locomotion 
o Scuttling, walking gate
o Swim relatively slowly as they have feet, as opposed to flippers



o Move between locations in search of food, water, habitat
o Clawed feet make climbing onto logs and banks easier

 Diet
o Crustaceans, aquatic insects, small fish, plankton, prawns, flies
o Omnivorous diet includes algae and other aquatic plants

 Defence
o Hard shell
o Some emit a terrible smell from a gland near their rear legs
o Pull their limbs beneath their shell to protect them
o Sharp, snapping beak to bite

 Behaviour
o Shuttle/move between sun and shade to warm themselves and to escape potential 

predators
o Some Australian freshwater turtles can stay under water for up to 3 weeks. They 

achieve this by breathing through their backside! (cloaca)
 Life Cycles

o Maturity at an average of 9-11 years
o Females build a nest hole for their eggs

 Nest selection is a trade-off between how likely the laying female is to be 
predated on (increases further from shore), compared to the likelihood of 
the next being raided (increases closer to shore)

 Typically 10-15 eggs are laid (can be 5-30)
 Incubation periods are between 65-85 days in some species, but as many as 

200-650 days in C. expansa
o Sexes of hatchlings can be temperature dependant with different temperatures 

within the nest effecting the relative numbers of males and females
o Nesting can occur at different times of year depending on species, but more 

prominent following substantial rain
 Why are turtles important?

o Different species occupy different roles, but all contribute to biodiversity
o Some are specialised predators, others are opportunistic feeders. Some species are 

herbivorous, whilst others are omnivores.
o Important within the food web as they control invertebrate populations and also 

provide food for other native animals
o Food for Indigenous people

 Threats currently effecting turtles include
o Accidently caught and drowned in nets
o Changes to water levels and quality
o Pollution (chemical and rubbish) from stormwater, run-off, illegal dumping and 

sewage
o Introduced (and natural) predators (adult, hatchlings and eggs)
o Difficulty in movement due to suburbs, roads, houses to access water bodies when 

smaller water bodies dry up
o Road kill
o Dams
o Fishing hooks 



Pre- Activity Discussion:
1. Discuss with the children what all animals need to survive

 Food, water, shelter (protection from weather/predators), areas for reproduction
2. Discuss what reptiles students find in their own backyards
3. The above general information can be used to start talking about reptiles/turtles... perhaps 

start with a few general facts and features about turtles and why they are important
 Use the turtle picture cards as prompts

4. Discuss the specific needs of freshwater turtles
 Food, shelter, access to sun, bank for breeding, clean water

5. Discuss briefly what things threaten turtles and create links to their biology and anatomy 
where possible

Activity Procedure:
1. This activity is not designed to encourage constructing anything within Ithaca Creek, but 

rather to discuss what turtles should have access to within their local waterway
 If students were to visit their local waterway and find that no suitable habitat exists for 

these animals, they can contact their local bushcare group to ask if anything can be 
done

2. Turtles/reptiles native to Ithaca Creek could be researched and appropriate plants, shelter 
included in the creation of your habitat

3. Use a hoola-hoop on some thick plastic pond liner to represent the creek
4. Washed gravel/sand can be used as substrate in the pond

 A student can be used to place the substrate and at the same time you can talk about 
the role of sand/rocks in a creek or pond

5. Students can take turns at adding rocks and logs to the creek
 Discuss with the student their choice of placement 

6. Pond vegetation can be placed in the pond
 Laminated cards with wire to help them stand can be used if only undertaking a 

demonstration
 Discuss in terms of the role this plays in providing food and shelter 

7. Around the pond native plants should be placed including grasses, ferns, flowers
 Discuss in terms of the role these play in providing food, shelter, erosion avoidance and 

basking sites as well as maintaining water quality by helping filter pollution

Post- Activity Discussion:
1. Could also discuss :

 responsible pet ownership
o Keeping cats and dogs inside at night
o Having bells on their collars 

 What else can we do to make a cleaner environment to encourage reptiles to the yard?
 Keeping reptiles as pets

o Requires a Queensland Parks and Wildlife Licence
o Animals should be purchased from a licensed breeder
o Animals should not be released into the wild if they are no longer wanted

Additional Notes:
 Not all of the information above needs to be included. It merely provides some suggestions 

of information that could be discussed.
 This information can be used as a basis for other reptiles including Eastern Water Dragon, 

Blue-Tongued Lizard or Carpet Pythons


