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What Is a Reptile?

hese creepy critters come in so many
shapes and sizes, it may be difficult to
understand why scientists group a

snake and a turtle together. Here are the
minimum requirements for entry into the
reptile club:

BACKBONE — All reptiles are 
vertebrates, which means they have
a central spine that supports a
skeleton.

SCALES — All reptiles have scales
(or plates, in the case of turtles) that
prevent them from losing moisture
through their skin. That’s why
many reptiles thrive in deserts,
where few other forms of life can
survive. Scales are made mostly of
keratin—a material that’s found in
our fingernails and toenails. This
armor also helps protect reptiles
from injury.

COLD-BLOODED BODY —
Reptiles, as well as amphibians and
fish, are cold-blooded. That means
their body temperature changes with
the outside temperature. (Mammals
are warm-blooded—they maintain
constant body temperatures.)

When exposed to temperature
extremes, reptiles have ways to keep
from freezing or overheating. For
example, they burrow under the
ground to escape both sun and cold, 
or sunbathe to warm up.

LUNGS — All reptiles, even sea
snakes, breathe air through lungs. 

EGGS — Except for a few types of
snakes and lizards, most reptiles lay
eggs. Unlike aquatic reptiles, land-
dwelling reptiles lay eggs with hard
shells to keep the embryo from 
drying out. Baby snakes and lizards
come equipped with a sharp egg 
tooth to break through their shells.
Crocodiles and tortoises have 
a horny knob on the end
of their snouts that
serve the same
purpose.

Background Information

T

IT’S A FACT! 
For warm-blooded animals, holding a 
constant body temperature requires a
lot of food for energy. Cold-blooded
reptiles, on the other hand, can go with-
out eating for weeks or even months! 
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