
Reptile and Amphibian 
Study Merit Badge

Troop 344/9344

Pemberville, OH



Requirements

1. Describe the identifying characteristics of six species of reptiles and four species of amphibians 
found in the United States. For any four of these, make sketches from your own observations 
or take photographs. Show markings, color patterns, or other characteristics that are 
important in the identification of each of the four species. Discuss the habits and habitats of all 
10 species.

2. Discuss with your merit badge counselor the approximate number of species and general 
geographic distribution of reptiles and amphibians in the United States. Prepare a list of the 
most common species found in your local area or state.

3. Describe the main differences between
a. Amphibians and reptiles
b. Alligators and crocodiles
c. Toads and frogs
d. Salamanders and lizards
e. Snakes and lizards



Requirements

4. Explain how reptiles and amphibians are an important component of the natural environment. 
List four species that are officially protected by the federal government or by the state you live 
in, and tell why each is protected. List three species of reptiles and three species of amphibians 
found in your local area that are not protected. Discuss the food habits of all 10 species.

5. Describe how reptiles and amphibians reproduce.

6. From observation, describe how snakes move forward. Describe the functions of the muscles, 
ribs, and belly plates.

7. Describe in detail six venomous snakes and the one venomous lizard found in the United 
States. Describe their habits and geographic range. Tell what you should do in case of a bite by 
a venomous species.



Requirements

8. Do ONE of the following:
a. Maintain one or more reptiles or amphibians for at least a month. Record food accepted, 

eating methods, changes in coloration, shedding of skins, and general habits; or keep the 
eggs of a reptile from the time of laying until hatching; or keep the eggs of an amphibian 
from the time of laying until their transformation into tadpoles (frogs) or larvae 
(salamanders). Whichever you chose, keep records of and report to your counselor how you 
cared for your animal/eggs/larvae to include lighting, habitat, temperature and humidity 
maintenance, and any veterinary care requirements.



Requirements

8. Do ONE of the following:
b. Choose a reptile or amphibian that you can observe at a local zoo, aquarium, nature center, 

or other such exhibit (such as your classroom or school). Study the specimen weekly for a 
period of three months. At each visit, sketch the specimen in its captive habitat and note 
any changes in its coloration, shedding of skins, and general habits and behavior. Discuss 
with your counselor how the animal you observed was cared for to include its housing and 
habitat, how the lighting, temperature, and humidity were maintained, and any veterinary 
care requirements.
Find out, either from information you locate on your own or by talking to the caretaker, 
what this species eats and what are its native habitat and home range, preferred climate, 
average life expectancy, and natural predators. Also identify any human caused threats to its 
population and any laws that protect the species and its habitat. After the observation 
period, share what you have learned with your counselor.



Requirements

9. Do TWO of the following:

a. Identify at night three kinds of toads or frogs by their voices. Imitate the song of each for 
your counselor. Stalk each with a flashlight and discover how each sings and from where. 

b. Identify by sight eight species of reptiles or amphibians.

c. Using visual aids, give a brief talk to a small group on three different reptiles and 
amphibians. 

10.Tell five superstitions or false beliefs about reptiles and amphibians and give a correct 
explanation for each. Give seven examples of unusual behavior or other true facts about 
reptiles and amphibians.



Requirement 1

Describe the identifying characteristics of six species of reptiles and four species of 
amphibians found in the United States. For any four of these, make sketches from your 
own observations or take photographs. Show markings, color patterns, or other 
characteristics that are important in the identification of each of the four species. 
Discuss the habits and habitats of all 10 species.



Reptiles and Amphibians

ÅClick on the following links for 
information on Reptiles and Amphibians

ïReptiles of the United States

ïAmphibians of the United States

ïReptiles of Ohio

ïAmphibians of Ohio

https://www.inaturalist.org/check_lists/139655-Reptiles-of-the-United-States
https://www.inaturalist.org/places/united-states#taxon=20978
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiL86etr7zzAhUXVc0KHYSVCrQQFnoECAoQAQ&url=https://ohiodnr.gov/static/documents/wildlife/backyard-wildlife/Pub 5354_Reptiles of Ohio Field Guide.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1mTBRPWXrBb-aCCjCw0O7b
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjp7ZqHsrzzAhVCK80KHfUjDfMQFnoECAIQAQ&url=https://ohiodnr.gov/static/documents/wildlife/backyard-wildlife/Amphibians of Ohio Field Guide pub348.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0STXRM0lboJDxo66VWwH71


Requirement 2

Discuss with your merit badge counselor the approximate number of species and 
general geographic distribution of reptiles and amphibians in the United States. 
Prepare a list of the most common species found in your local area or state.





Distribution of Reptiles and Amphibians
Å More kinds of amphibians, and many more kinds of 

reptiles, live in the southern part of the United States 
than in the northern part. 

Å The body temperatures of nearly all amphibians and 
reptiles are primarily determined by external sources of 
heat such as the sun, water, or ground. 
ïThis limits their distribution and activity time, but 

allows them to live on about one-tenth of the energy 
that similar-sized mammals and birds require. 

ïReptiles and amphibians control their body 
temperatures by moving to cooler or warmer areas 
as necessary.



Requirement 3

Describe the main differences between

a. Amphibians and reptiles

b. Alligators and crocodiles

c. Toads and frogs

d. Salamanders and lizards

e. Snakes and lizards



Characteristics of Reptiles
Å Reptilesinclude turtles, lizards, snakes, alligators, and 

crocodiles. 

Å Reptiles are vertebrates. They have backbones.

Å Their bodies are completely covered with scales.

Å They are ectothermic animals, which rely on heat to be 
provided by the environment, as they produce little of their 
own.

Å Reptiles produce shelled eggs or bear live young.

Å All species fertilize eggs internally.

Å All species of reptiles have at least one lung.



Characteristics of Amphibians
Å Amphibiansinclude salamanders, frogs, and toads. 
Å Amphibians are vertebrates.
Å Unlike reptiles, they have moist, glandular skin instead of 

scales and, except for a few species in which the toes have 
hardened tips, none have claws. 

Å Amphibians breath through their skin, as well as their 
lungs in some cases.

Å Amphibians are cold-blooded.
Å Many species of amphibians vocalize, i.e. chorus frog.
Å Most species fertilize eggs externally, some internally.
Å Most amphibians pass through a larval stage (called 

tadpoles in frogs and larvae in salamanders), usually in the 
water, before changing into the adult form.



Alligators and Crocodiles



Alligators and Crocodiles
Å The easiest way to distinguish between the American 

alligator and the American crocodile is to look at the 
head. 
ïThe alligator has a broadly rounded snout, whereas 
ǘƘŜ ŎǊƻŎƻŘƛƭŜΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ is almost pointed. 

Å American alligators live primarily in freshwater, while 
American crocodiles prefer saltwater coastal areas. 

Å Adult alligators are almost black, while American 
crocodiles are more of an olive brown color.

Å The fourth tooth on each side of the American 
ŎǊƻŎƻŘƛƭŜΩǎ ƭƻǿŜǊ Ƨŀǿ ƛǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ big specimens 
fits into a groove on the outside of the upper jaw.





Toads and Frogs
Å Frogs, in general, have smooth, moist skins and lack the 

conspicuous bumpy warts and relatively dry skins characteristic 
of toads. 

Å Some frogs, such as the bullfrog and leopard frog, have 
webbing between the toes of their hind feet that aids in 
swimming. 

Å Toads have short hind legs, and when they move they hop. 
Å Frogs have long hind legs and leap. 
Å Toads are much easier to catch than frogs, so toads have 

another way of avoiding enemies. 
ï Their warts secrete a fluid that is distasteful or even 

poisonous to many small animals.



Salamanders and Lizards
Å Lizards and salamanders are 

easy to tell apart. 

Å Lizards (reptiles) are covered 
with scales, their toes have 
claws, their skins are dry, and 
they are more likely to be found 
in the sun. 

Å Salamanders (amphibians) have 
smooth, moist skins, their toes 
are clawless, and they avoid 
exposure to the sun. 





Requirement 4

Explain how reptiles and amphibians are an important 
component of the natural environment. List four 
species that are officially protected by the federal 
government or by the state you live in, and tell why 
each is protected. List three species of reptiles and 
three species of amphibians found in your local area 
that are not protected. Discuss the food habits of all 10 
species.



Importance of Reptiles and Amphibians
Å Reptiles and amphibians play vital roles as predators, 

prey, and as part of the fundamental framework of 
nature. 

Å Most lizards, frogs, toads, and salamanders eat insects, 
helping to control grasshoppers, crickets, ants, beetles, 
and other insects that can become pests when overly 
abundant. 

Å Snakes that prey on rats and mice help control rodent 
outbreaks. 

Å Water snakes and cottonmouths eat dead and diseased 
fishes that might otherwise infect healthy aquatic 
animals.



Endangered Reptiles and Amphibians

ÅClick on the following link for the U. S. 
Fish and Wildlife Endangered Species 
List.

https://www.fws.gov/endangered/species/us-species.html


Reptiles and Amphibians of Ohio

ÅDownload the following Field Guides:

ïAmphibians of Ohio Field Guide

ïReptiles of Ohio Field Guide

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiOhd7QucLzAhU0ElkFHat7AKYQFnoECAYQAQ&url=https://ohiodnr.gov/static/documents/wildlife/backyard-wildlife/Amphibians of Ohio Field Guide pub348.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0STXRM0lboJDxo66VWwH71
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiLj67nucLzAhUvFVkFHc5hCE8QFnoECAoQAQ&url=https://ohiodnr.gov/static/documents/wildlife/backyard-wildlife/Pub 5354_Reptiles of Ohio Field Guide.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1mTBRPWXrBb-aCCjCw0O7b


Requirement 5

Describe how reptiles and amphibians reproduce.



Reptile Reproduction

Å Fertilization is internal among reptiles. 
Å The mating process is similar to that of mammals. 
Å In general, copulation among snakes and other reptiles takes place 

a considerable time before the eggs are actually laid. 
Å Mating in most parts of the continental United States usually takes 

place in spring but also has been recorded at other seasons, 
notably in autumn.



Reptile Reproduction: Snakes
Å Roughly half of North American snake species 

lay eggs, which they deposit in places where 
they are completely out of sight. 

Å Usually the mother snake abandons her eggs 
soon after laying them, although pythons and 
some cobras in the tropics remain with their 
eggs. 

Å Examples of native snakes that lay eggs are the 
racers, rat, milk, king, and coral snakes. 

Å The other half of North American snake species 
retain the eggs ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ǳƴǘƛƭ 
development is complete and the young are 
born alive. 

Å The young are covered by a thin membrane that 
they break through shortly after leaving the 
ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōƻŘȅΦ 

Å Snakes with this type of reproduction include 
the garter, water, and brown snakes; 
rattlesnakes; copperheads; and cottonmouths.



Reptile Reproduction: Turtles
Å All turtle eggs are laid and hatched on land. 
Å Even the great sea turtles go ashore to lay their eggs, 

finding a suitable spot, often in slightly moist sandy or 
loamy soil, and excavating a cavity with the hind legs. 

Å When the eggs are laid, the female turtle scoops and 
packs the sand or soil back into the hole. She may 
crawl back and forth, dragging her shell, to conceal 
the nest. 

Å Weeks or months later, depending on the species and 
the weather conditions, the eggs hatch. 

Å Most freshwater and land turtles lay eggs in late 
spring and early summer. 

Å Hatching for most turtles takes place by early fall, but 
hatchlings of many species do not leave the nest at 
that time. They remain in the protected cavity through 
autumn and winter and emerge the next spring. 

Å Hatchlings of aquatic species move toward the 
nearest water; hatchling land turtles seek the nearest 
moist cover.



Reptile Reproduction: Alligators/Crocodiles
Å Alligators build nest mounds of 

vegetation debrisτmeasuring 4 
to 7 feet in diameter and 2 to 3 
feet in heightτnear the water. 

Å The mother alligator lays her eggs 
in the mound, where heat from 
the decomposing vegetation 
helps incubate the eggs. 

Å The mother may remain nearby 
to guard them and also to 
uncover them when hatching 
time arrives. 

Å Crocodiles have similar nesting 
patterns, although some deposit 
their eggs in the sand like turtles.



Reptile Reproduction: Lizards
Å Most North American lizards lay eggs 

in hidden, slightly moist places. 
Å A few kinds, such as some of the 

horned lizards and alligator lizards of 
the western United States, bear 
living young in the same way many 
snakes do. 

Å Many species of lizards guard their 
eggs. 

Å Some assist in incubation by basking 
in the sun and then returning to 
their nests where some of the heat 
they have absorbed is transferred to 
the developing embryos.



Reptile Reproduction
Å In many reptiles, including all 

crocodiles and alligators, most 
turtles, and some lizards, the 
gender of the offspring is 
determined by egg incubation 
temperature rather than genetics. 

Å In crocodiles, warmer incubation 
temperatures produce males and 
cooler temperatures produce 
females. 

Å In turtles this tends to be just the 
opposite. 

Å Studies of some lizards, such as 
leopard geckos, have shown 
temperature determined gender as 
well.



Amphibian Reproduction: Frogs and Toads

Å Most species of amphibians spend time on land as adults but 
lay their eggs in water. 

Å At mating time for frogs and toads, the male grasps the 
female from behind, placing his arms around her waist or 
under her armpits in a position called amplexus. 

Å As she lays her eggs he releases sperm, some of which enter 
the eggs. Fertilization is thus external, as it is among most 
species of fish. 

Å The eggs develop rapidly unless the water is very cold. 
Å Tadpoles hatch from the eggs, and after a growing period 

ranging from a few weeks to two years, depending on the 
species, the tadpoles develop legs and lungs and become 
froglets or toadlets. 



Amphibian Reproduction: Salamanders

Å During spring or winter rains, male and female 
salamanders go to shallow wetland pondsto mate. 

Å Once hatched from the eggs, the fishlike salamander 
larvae have external gills and live in the water for 
varying lengths of time, depending on the species 
and local weather conditions, before they transform 
into adults. 

Å Some types of woodland salamanders lay their eggs 
in moist underground cavities or under rocks or logs, 
and development takes place entirely in the egg. 

Å The large (more than 3 feet long) aquatic 
salamanders of the Southeast, known as sirens, lay 
their eggs in the water where they live.



Requirement 6

From observation, describe how snakes move forward. Describe the functions of the 
muscles, ribs, and belly plates.



Snake Locomotion

Å Serpents are very flexible, with a pair of movable ribs for each 
of the large ventral scales, or plates, on the abdomen. 

Å A system of muscles connects these ribs to the outer edges of 
the ventral scales. 

Å As the snake flexes these muscles, the free, outer edge of the 
scales will catch on any small projection or surface irregularity, 
giving the snake locomotion. 

Å Using this method of crawling, many kinds of snakes can move 
in a straight line. 

Å Few of them do, though, as they usually take advantage of the 
terrain and use various projections as pivots against which they 
can push as they move forward. 

Å With this method, the body moves in S-curves as it follows the 
head.



Requirement 7

Describe in detail six venomous snakes and the one venomous lizard found in the 
United States. Describe their habits and geographic range. Tell what you should do in 
case of a bite by a venomous species.



Timber Rattlesnake

Å Characteristics: Timber rattlesnakes have a broad, triangular head and are the third largest venomous 
snake in the U.S. Adult timber rattlesnakes reach a length of 36 to 40 inches (91 to 101 cm), and weigh 
1.3 to 2 pounds (0.58 to 0.9 kg). They have a heavy, light yellow, gray or greenish-white body with a rust-
colored strip along the length of their bac and a black tail is tipped with rattles. Timber rattlesnakes have 
yellow eyes with elliptical or cat-like pupils. Twenty to 29 dark, V-shaped crossbars with jagged edges 
form a distinctive pattern across their back. 

Å Distribution: Timber rattlesnakes are found in the eastern United States from southern Minnesota and 
southern New Hampshire, south to east Texas and north Florida. They inhabit deciduous forests in 
rugged terrain. During the summer, pregnant females seem to prefer open, rocky ledges where the 
temperatures are higher, while males and non-pregnant females tend to spend more time in cooler, 
denser woodland with the more closed forest canopy. These snakes can also be found in swampy areas 
and floodplains, wet pine flatwoods, river bottoms, hydric hammocks, lowland cane thickets, and 
hardwood forests.

Å Habits and Lifestyle: Timber rattlesnakes are active in the day and night but spend most of their time 
coiled in a resting posture, waiting for prey to cross their path. Timber rattlesnakes are generally solitary 
creatures. They prefer to hunt alone but during the winter, they often hibernate in dens, in limestone 
crevices, often together with copperheads and Black rat snakes. 

Å Diet and Nutrition: Timber rattlesnakes are carnivores and their diet includes mainly small mammals. 
They also prey on small birds, frogs, other small animals, including other snakes.


