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Alice Stitt is the Fish & Boat Commission's aquatic resources 
program specialist for the Southcentral Region.

 Turtles are wonderful reptiles.  They are 
easily recognized because of their 

protective shells.  This 
great form of shelter, 

defense, and shield-
ing has helped 

them survive for 
thousands of years.
 In Pennsylvania, we have 14 different turtle 
species.  Some live on the land 
(TERRESTRIAL), some live in the water 
(AQUATIC), and some live on land and 
in the water (SEMI-AQUATIC).  Penn-

sylvania also has 
some turtles 

that are 
threatened or 

endangered.
 Looking at a 

turtle's shell, you can usually tell if it lives on 
the land or in the water.  Turtles with upper 
shells that are not highly raised or domed and that look more 
flattened from the side are turtles that usually live in the water 
and swim.  They need a more streamlined body shape to help 

them swim.  Turtles that have a high, more rounded 
shell are usually land turtles.  They don't need to 
have a flattened shell to walk on land.

The wood turtle is a SEMI-
AQUATIC species.

The eastern box turtle is 
a TERRESTRIAL species.

The snapping turtle is an 
AQUATIC species.
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 All turtles have a shell.  Each shell has a top, 
called a CARAPACE, and a bottom, called a PLAS-
TRON.  The shell is made up of large, hard scales 
called SCUTES.  Most turtles have 13 scutes on 
the top shell.  The top shell can come in many 
shapes, colors, and sizes.  The bottom shell also 
varies in size and color.  In some turtles, the 
bottom shell has one or two hinges that allow it 
to open and shut.  Turtles cannot climb out or be 
pulled out of their shells.  The shell is part of the 
turtle's skeleton.
 Turtles do not have teeth.  They have a hard, 
sometimes sharp "beak" that they use to eat their 
food.  Turtles eat lots of different kinds of food.  
Some turtles eat only plants.  They are called 
HERBIVORES.  Some turtles eat only animals.  
They are called CARNIVORES.  Many turtles eat 
both plants and animals.  They are called OMNI-
VORES.  The kind of turtle and where it lives 
determine what the turtle will eat.
 A turtle's skin is dry and scaly.  Because turtles 
are reptiles, they shed their skin when they grow.  
Some water turtles spend a lot of time BASKING in 
the sun and even shed their scutes.  This helps 

them stay clean and healthy.
 Turtles also have claws on their feet.  Water 

turtles have webbing between their toes 
to help them swim.  Land turtles 

have no webbing, so their claws 
can help them walk on dry land.

The shell is made up of large, 
hard scales called SCUTES.

The top of the shell is called 
the CARAPACE.

Turtles, including the eastern 
box turtle (left), do not have 
teeth. They have a hard 
“beak” that they use to eat 
their food.

The bottom of the shell is 
called the PLASTRON.
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Turtles are “cold-blooded,” or ECTOTHERMIC.  The 
eastern painted turtle as well as other turtles bask 
in the sunshine to get warm.

Baby turtles, such as the bog turtle, are very 
small—only a half-inch to one inch long.

All turtles lay eggs.  Some eggs are round, like 
snapping turtle eggs, while others are elongated 
or oval.

 All turtles lay eggs.  Turtle eggs are not like 
bird eggs.  Some eggs are round, while others are 
elongated or oval.  The shell can be soft, thin, 
leathery, or hard.  The female turtle digs a hole, 
lays the eggs, and then carefully covers them with 
soil.  She then leaves them to incubate and hatch 
on their own.  Some eggs hatch in the summer 
and some hatch in the fall.  Baby turtles are very 
small—only a half-inch to one inch long.  Some-
times people find turtle eggs in their flower beds 
and mulch piles.  Remember that turtle eggs are 
protected by law and should not be moved or 
disturbed.
 Since a turtle is a reptile, it is "cold-blooded," 
or ECTOTHERMIC.  This means that the turtle's 
body temperature changes with the outside 
temperature.  This is why you often see 
water turtles basking on logs out of the 
water.  They are soaking up the sun's 
rays to help their body temperature 
rise.  If they get too hot, back in the 
water they go!  Land turtles also bask 
in the sunshine to get warm.  If they 
get too hot, they seek a cooler, shady 
spot or damp area.
 In the winter, turtles need to hibernate.  
They go underground, bury themselves in the mud, 
or stay under the water until the spring and 
warmer weather arrives.
 Did you know that some turtles can live to be 
over 100 years old?  They live that long when they 
are left alone in nature and can find food, water, 
and good places to live.
 Some people think it is a good idea to have a 
turtle as a pet.  Turtles do not make good pets 
because they like to make a mess!  If you don't 
clean their aquariums everyday, they start to 
smell.  In addition, since they can live a 
very long time, it is a very big job to try 
and take care of a turtle.
 People who study turtles, called HER-
PETOLOGISTS, have found that most turtles kept 
as pets and then let go into the wild will die very 
shortly after they are released.

Land TurtlesLand Turtles

Water TurtlesWater Turtles
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Land TurtlesLand Turtles

Map turtle

Painted turtles, such as the midland painted 
turtle (below), are often seen sunning them-
selves on a large rock or log.

Water TurtlesWater TurtlesWater TurtlesWater Turtles
Snapping turtle
 This turtle is Pennsylvania's largest turtle.  
They have long tails and big jaws and can 
snap very hard!  This turtle's plastron is small.  
It is so small that the turtle cannot pull itself 
into its shell.  They like to spend a lot of time 
in the water and will frequently walk along 
the bottom of a lake looking for a meal.  This 
is a turtle that many people like to catch to 
make turtle soup.
 During warm days in June, you 
might see snapping turtles 
crossing roads and some-
times in backyards, 
looking for a place to 
nest.  They are vul-
nerable on land, 
so they often become 
defensive.  Be careful with 
these turtles—they bite.  Stay 
a safe distance from a snapping 
turtle's head.

Painted turtle
 Pennsylvania has both the midland painted 
and the eastern painted turtle.  They are very 
colorful with bright-yellow spots and strips on 
the sides of the head, and red markings on the 
edge of their shells.  Painted turtles are fond 
of basking.

Stinkpot turtle
 This turtle is Pennsylvania's only musk 
turtle.  It is not often seen because it spends 
most of its time in the water.  If disturbed, 
this turtle will produce a foul-smelling fluid, 
which is one reason it is called a "stinkpot."  
Although it is small, it is said to have a short 
temper and strong bite.

Map turtle
 This turtle gets its name from the 

random pattern of yellow-orange lines 
across its upper shell.  It gives 
the appearance of the roads on 

a map.  Map turtles like to live in slow-
moving waterways or lakes that have a muddy 
bottom.  It is the first turtle to come out of 
hibernation in the spring in Pennsylvania.

Red-eared slider
This turtle is greenish with red stripes ("ears") 
on the sides of its head.  This turtle is from 
the southern United States, not from Pennsyl-
vania.  It has come into Pennsylvania by way 
of pet owners who no longer want them.  
These people release the sliders into Pennsyl-

vania ponds, lakes and streams.  
Red-eared sliders compete for 
food, basking areas and nesting 

sites with other Pennsyl-
vania water turtles.  It 
is illegal to release 
turtles bought in a pet 
store into Pennsylvania 
waterways.
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The wood turtle (left) is very 
much at home both on land 
and in the water.

Eastern box turtle
 This turtle has a high-domed shell and can 
be black or brown with yellow, orange, and 
olive markings.  The box turtle has a hinged 
plastron, making it able to pull itself into its 
shell and close up, or "box" up tightly.  Box 
turtle males usually have red eyes.  Female 
box turtle eyes are normally brown.

Wood turtle
 "Old red legs" is Pennsylvania's second 
most terrestrial turtle.  This nickname comes 
from its reddish-orange legs, neck, and tail.  
This turtle has a beautiful wood-grained look 
to its upper 
shell.  
Although a 
land turtle, 
the wood 
turtle is 
very 
much at 
home in the 
water, seek-
ing habitats 
that include 
marshy meadows and cool streams.

Spotted turtle
 This small turtle likes to bask on clumps of 
grass and is more often seen during spring 
than during other times.  The spotted turtle's 
upper shell is black and is scattered with 
many round yellow spots.  
Female 
spotted 
turtles 
have 
orange eyes 
and a yellow 
chin.  Male 
spotted turtles 
have brown 
eyes and a tan chin.

The eastern box turtle (right) is 
one of the most common turtles 
in Pennsylvania.

The spotted turtle (above) 
is sprinkled with round 
yellow spots that vary 
greatly in number from 
one turtle to another.

A box turtle’s shell (below) 
has a high dome.

Water TurtlesWater Turtles
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The bog turtle is an endangered species.  Loss 
of habitat is the main reason for the decline 
of this species.

 Pennsylvania has several threatened and 
endangered turtles.  Candidate species are 
those that could become threatened or endan-
gered.  Threatened species are those that may 
become endangered or extinct.  Endangered 
species are those that are in danger of extinc-
tion.  These turtle and other turtles in the 
state are protected by federal and state laws 
and regulations.  If you see or find one of 
these turtles, you should respect the laws and 
leave it alone.

Blanding's Turtle - 
CANDIDATE SPECIES
 This turtle is named for Dr. William Bland-
ing, who first observed the species.  Its chin 
and throat are both bright yellow and the 
bottom shell is hinged.  This turtle's range is 
exclusive to the northwestern part of the 
state.

Red-bellied Turtle - 
THREATENED SPECIES
 This turtle is Pennsylvania's second-largest 
turtle, reaching lengths of 10.5 inches to 12 
inches.  The red-bellied turtle's colors are 
similar to those of the painted turtles that 
live in Pennsylvania.  Red-bellied turtles have 
been located only in small areas in the south-
east and southcentral areas of the state.

Bog Turtle - 
ENDANGERED SPECIES
 Loss of habitat is the largest factor in the 
decline of the bog turtle.  It is a very small 
turtle identified by its black head with a 
yellow, orange, or red blotch well behind the 
eye on both sides of the head.  This turtle 
prefers wetlands, bogs, marshes, and swamps.

For more information
Check out these resources to learn 
more about Pennsylvania turtles, 
other reptiles and their habitats.

Online Resources
Fish & Boat Commission

web site:  www.fish.state.pa.us
US Fish & Wildlife Service:  www.fws.gov

eNature:  www.enature.com

Fact sheets, articles, 
and brochures

on the Commission's web site
www.fish.state.pa.us

PLAY – Introduction to Reptiles
Those Other Turtles
Native PA Species

Bog Turtle, Slipping Away
Portrait of a Painted Turtle

Eastern Box Turtle

Land TurtlesLand Turtles

Water TurtlesWater Turtles
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WORD Search 
Directions
Circle the 12 words listed below.  
Words appear straight across, back-
word straight across, up and down, 
down and up, and diagonally.  Check 
your work with the answers below.

WORDS
BLANDINGS   REDBELLIED 

BOG      SNAPPING

BOX      SOFTSHELL

MAP      SPOTTED

MUD      STINKPOT

PAINTED    WOOD

W U V U F K D V S R B S

B N Z W S I R S T Q U S

S L P Z L H N P I P B D

S O A P S F P O N A O E

K T F N K C A T K I G I

L S Y T D A M T P N H L

Q R H D S I U E O T I L

H O U W S H N D T E O E

U M O I O W E G V D T B

F O X Z R M Q L S V C D

D J D Z X O B U L G A E

S D S N A P P I N G L R

aNSWERS
W U V U F K D V S R B S

B N Z W S I R S T Q U S

S L P Z L H N P I P B D

S O A P S F P O N A O E

K T F N K C A T K I G I

L S Y T D A M T P N H L

Q R H D S I U E O T I L

H O U W S H N D T E O E

U M O I O W E G V D T B

F O X Z R M Q L S V C D

D J D Z X O B U L G A E

S D S N A P P I N G L R
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