Gigantic Gators
Focus Question

How large do alligators and some of their historical relatives grow?

Activity Synopsis

Students will explore the growth of alligators throughout their lifecycle by using a length of rope to represent various sizes of alligators.  

Time Frame

15-30 minutes

Student Key Terms

· measure

· pre-historic

· juvenile 

· adult

· length

· crocodilian

Objectives

The learner will be able to:

· Measure various lengths on a rope to represent the lengths of alligators throughout various stages of their life cycle.

Second Grade Standards Addressed

Science Standards

IA3a, IB1c, IIB1a

Math Standards

IC1a, IC2, IID1 

Background

Key Points

Key Points will give you the main information you should know to teach the activity.

· Alligators grow from a hatchling length of approximately 10-12 inches to a full-grown length of as long as 14 feet.

· Alligators can live to be 70-100 years old

· Alligators have prehistoric relatives that grew to lengths of 30 feet and greater.

Detailed Information

Detailed Information gives more in-depth background to increase your own knowledge, in case you want to expand upon the activity or you are asked detailed questions by students.

Alligators are large, lizard-like reptiles with broadly rounded snouts. Adults are six to 12 feet long and can reach lengths of 15 or more feet.  There are reports of an alligator over 19 feet in length having been sited in Louisiana.  One of the largest alligators on record in the state of SC was 12 foot 10 inch male that lived near the Savannah River Site in Aiken, SC.  While it is possible that some alligators reach such lengths, most grow to between 10 and 12 feet.  Male alligators are typically larger than the females of the species.  Females are typically 7-10 feet in length when fully grown while males reach 10-12 feet. 

GROWTH RATES

Alligators are about 10"-12" in length when they are hatched from eggs. Growth rates may vary from 2" per year to 12" per year, depending on the type of habitat the alligator is living in and the sex, size and age of the alligator. Growth rates slow down as the alligators become older.  (http://www.alligatorfur.com/biology/allbio.html#anchor1) 
Growth rates and size of full-grown alligators varies with a host of environmental factors.  Quality of diet and habitat are two of the most important factors in the growth of alligators.  Juvenile alligators feed primarily on insects, small fish and frogs.  As they grow larger, their diet shifts to include larger prey such as small mammals, turtles and larger fish.  If an alligator is living in a habitat with an adequate supply of prey items, it can grow at a rate of up to 1 foot per year.

http://www.flmnh.ufl.edu/natsci/herpetology/brittoncrocs/csp_amis.htm 

PREHISTORIC ALLIGATOR RELATIVES 

Deinosuchus (terrible crocodile), a prehistoric reptile and relative of the present day alligator, lived during the late Cretaceous Period (85-66 million years ago).  This gigantic reptile grew to lengths of over 30 feet and may have weighed as much as 11,000 pounds!  One Deinosuchus fossil (a skull) measured over 6 feet in length.  Deinosuchus was a crocodilian, not a dinosaur.  As evidenced by its sharp teeth and powerful jaws, Deinosuchus was a carnivore and probably fed on dinosaurs that waded into lakes and rivers to drink. Deinosuchus probably lived in coastal, shallow marshes surrounding the large shallow sea (the Tethys sea) that covered much of North America at the time.

For more information on Deinosuchus, visit the following sites:
www.dallasdino.org 
www.enchantedlearning.com/subjects/ dinosaurs/glossary/indexde.shtml    
Procedures

Materials

· 30 foot length of rope (yarn or twine can be substituted if rope is not available)

· Measuring tape, ruler or yardstick 

· Plastic white egg approximately 3 inches long

Procedure
1. This activity requires a space at least 30 feet in length and therefore it might best be completed outside.

2. Begin by asking the students whether they have grown in the past year.  Ask,  “How much have you grown?”  “How tall will you get to be when you are full grown?”

3. Ask the students “Do you think that alligators grow during their life?”  “How long do you think an alligator can be when it is full grown?”

4. Have the students make predictions about how long alligators can be when full-grown.

5. Explain to the students that they will be examining how alligators grow from the time they hatch from the egg until they are full grown as well as how large some of the prehistoric relatives of the alligators are thought to have been.

6. Show the students the plastic “alligator egg.”  Have one of the students measure the egg.

7. Ask the students “How large do you think the baby alligator is when he or she comes out of the egg?’

8. After allowing the students to predict how large the hatchling alligators are, have the student who measured the egg hold the egg in one hand and the end of the rope in the other.  Explain that the students will be using the rope to represent how long alligators can be.

9. Tell the students that alligators are about 10 inches long when they hatch from the egg.  Have one student measure ten inches from the “egg end” of the rope and hold the rope at that position.

10. Ask the students “What do you need in order to grow big and strong?”  Explain that alligators need plenty of food, water, shelter and living space in order to grow big and strong.  If they have all of these things, they can grow as fast as one foot (or 12 inches) a year.

11. Choose another student to represent the 5-year-old alligator.  Ask the students “About how long will a five year-old alligator be if he or she has plenty of food, water, shelter and living space?”

12. Have the student measure four feet from the hatchling alligator (for a total of approx. 5 feet from the egg end) and hold the rope at this point.

13. Ask the students “Who is usually taller, men or women?”  Explain to the students that like humans, female alligators are USUALLY shorter than males.  Explain to them that most female alligators stop growing when they are five or six years old.

14. Ask the students “How long would a 6 year old alligator be if it had plenty of food and water?”

15. Have another student measure 2 feet from the 5-year-old alligator (for a total of 7 feet) and hold the rope there.  This is how long a full-grown female alligator might be.

16. Choose another student to represent the full-grown male alligator.  Have the students calculate how long a male alligator would be if he stopped growing at around 11 years old. Have the student measure 5 feet from the full-grown female alligator (for a total of 12 feet).  Have the student hold the rope at this point.  This represents the full-grown male alligator.

17.  Ask the students if they know anyone who is taller than most people.  Explain that while most full-grown alligators are between 7 and 12 feet in length, there have been some that have grown to be much larger.  Tell the students that alligators can live to be as old as 70-100 years.  Make sure to make it clear that an alligator that was 70 years old would not be 70 feet long!  They would essentially stop growing after the first 12-15 years.

18. Choose a student to represent the largest alligator that has ever been captured.  Have the students venture guesses as to the length of the largest alligator.  The largest alligator to be captured was 19 feet 2 inches long.  Have the student measure 7 feet from the last point and hold the rope there.  

19. Tell the students that alligators, like other reptiles, are close relatives of prehistoric animals known as dinosaurs.  Ask the students to give some examples of dinosaurs that they know of.

20. Tell the students that the dinosaur most closely related to the alligator is known as Deinosuchus (dino-soo-kus) and that it is believed that these animals may have been up to 30 feet in length.

21. Have another student measure to a total length of 30 feet and hold the rope there to represent Dinosuchus.

Suggested Reading: Baby Alligator by Ginjer L. Clarke

Assessment

The student draws three pictures: baby (should include that the alligator comes from an egg), young alligator (think of an alligator their age), and an adult alligator. With each picture, the student should write 1-2 sentences about the alligator. The teacher could prompt the students with questions such as: (1) Does the baby alligator come from an egg? (2) How long is the baby alligator? How long is the young alligator? How long is the adult alligator? (3) What might the baby, young, adult alligator eat? (4) Where does the alligator live? (5) Is the adult alligator longer or shorter than your mother/father? Is the baby alligator longer or shorter than your mother/father?  (5) What are the things that a young alligator needs to grow into a large adult alligator (food, air, and water)? 

Mastery/Nonmastery: The student correctly depicts the alligator gaining length as the alligator matures.  The student correctly identifies the human size comparisons (longer or shorter than their parents).
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Members of the COASTeam Aquatic Workshops development team include: Katrina Bryan, Jennifer Jolly Clair, Stacia Fletcher, Kevin Kurtz, Carmelina Livingston, and Stephen Schabel.

From COASTeam Aquatic Workshops: Coastal Plain (grade 2); a joint effort between the COASTeam Program at the College of Charleston and the South Carolina Aquarium – funded by the SC Sea Grant Consortium.
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