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Track Leatherback Sea Turtles

Students plot the migration routes of actual leatherback sea turtles using data from satellites

tracking the turtles as they cross the Atlantic Ocean.
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OVERVIEW

Students plot the migration routes of actual leatherback sea turtles using data from satellites

tracking the turtles as they cross the Atlantic Ocean.

Program

DIRECTIONS

1. Build background. 

Explain to students that of the seven species of sea turtles, six are endangered. One of the

endangered species is the leatherback—the largest sea turtle. Adult leatherback sea turtles

For the complete activity with media resources, visit:

http://www.nationalgeographic.org/activity/track-leatherback-sea-turtles/

https://www.nationalgeographic.org/education/resource-library/
http://www.nationalgeographic.org/activity/track-leatherback-sea-turtles/


grow up to 2.4 meters (8 feet) long and can weigh 0.91 metric tons (1 ton). Leatherbacks

migrate the farthest of all sea turtles, and dive the deepest. They have a soft, flexible shell

that compresses, enabling them to reach depths of more than 1,219 meters (about 4,000 feet).

There, they find their favorite food: jellyfish. Show students the photograph of a leatherback

sea turtle on the National Geographic website, and have them read the Fast Facts. 

2. Assign students sea turtles to track. 

Assign each student an individual leatherback sea turtle to track on the Sea Turtle

Conservancy website. Print out a map of each assigned sea turtle's route for students to refer

to. Have each student analyze the route their assigned sea turtle swam in preparation for

plotting it on the wall map of the world. 

3. Have students complete the worksheet. 

Give each student a copy of the worksheet Sea Turtles: Leatherback Sea Turtle Migration and

have them fill in information about their turtles and their routes. Write the following formulas

on the board for students to refer to:

total number of miles ÷ number of days the migration took = average miles traveled per

day

average miles traveled per day ÷ 24 hours in a day = average swimming speed

 

4. Have students map the data. 

Have each student plot his or her individual leatherback’s route on a large wall map of the

world. Ask each student to use three thumbtacks to mark the beginning, middle, and end

point of the route. Then have each student join his or her three thumbtacks with string. 

5. Analyze the data. 

Discuss the overall results. Ask:

Which individual turtle traveled the farthest?

Why do so many start their migration at the same place? (nesting beaches)

Why do the routes differ so much? (currents)

What problems might the turtles encounter along the way? (predators)

Modification



If you do not have a wall map of the world, you can project a transparency outline map of the

world on the board and have students draw the routes in different colors.

Extending the Learning
Leatherback turtles can stop blood flow to their flippers to preserve body heat in cold water.

Have students do the following experiment: Take two latex gloves and tie off the fingers of

one glove. Fill both with warm water, insert lab thermometers into the tops, and tie off the

gloves around the thermometers. Immerse the gloves in a bucket of icy water. Have students

record the temperature of the water in each glove every 6 minutes and create a line graph to

compare how quickly each glove lost heat. Discuss how the glove with tied-off fingers had less

exposed surface area from which heat could escape.

OB JECTIVES

Subjects & Disciplines
Biology

Geography

Physical Geography

Mathematics

Learning Objectives
Students will:

find and calculate data about the migration route of a sea turtle

plot the migration route on the class world map

analyze the results

Teaching Approach
Learning-for-use

Teaching Methods
Discussions

http://education.nationalgeographic.com/education/encyclopedia/geography/?ar_a=1


Hands-on learning

Skills Summary
This activity targets the following skills:

Critical Thinking Skills

Analyzing

Understanding

National Standards, Principles, and Practices
NC TM  PR I NC I PL ES  AND  S TANDAR D S  F O R  S C H O O L  M AT H EM AT I C S

• Number & Operations (3-5) Standard 2: 

Understand meanings of operations and how they relate to one another

NAT I O NAL  G EO G R APH Y  S TANDAR D S

• Standard 1: 

How to use maps and other geographic representations, geospatial technologies, and spatial

thinking to understand and communicate information

• Standard 8: 

The characteristics and spatial distribution of ecosystems and biomes on Earth&#39;s

surface&nbsp;

NAT I O NAL  S C I ENC E ED U C AT I O N S TANDAR D S

• (K-4) Standard C-3: 

Organisms and environments

Preparation

What You’ll Need

M AT ER I AL S  YO U  PROVI D E

http://www.nctm.org/standards/content.aspx?id=26816
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/education/standards/national-geography-standards/1/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/education/standards/national-geography-standards/8/
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=4962&page=127


Bucket

Latex gloves

Paper

Pencils

Scissors

String

Thermometers

Thumbtacks

Wall map of the world

Water

R EQ U I R ED  T EC H NO LO GY

Internet Access: Required

Tech Setup: 1 computer per classroom, Projector

PH YS I C AL  S PAC E

Classroom

G RO U PI NG

Large-group instruction

B ACKG ROUND & VOCAB ULARY

Background Information
Sea turtles are among the world’s greatest navigators. Some species of sea turtles travel huge

distances, migrating across oceans between their feeding and nesting grounds. They use

Earth’s magnetic field to find their way. Learning more about sea turtle migration and habits is

the key to protecting them.

Prior Knowledge
[]

Recommended Prior Activities



None

Vocabulary
Term Part of Speech Definition

migration routenoun path followed by birds or other animals that migrate regularly.

navigate verb to plan and direct the course of a journey.

For Further Exploration

Websites

National Geographic: Crittercam—Interactive Missions
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http://www.nationalgeographic.com/crittercam/missions.html

