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Na Honu – Hawaiian Sea Turtles
Concepts
Students will learn
about the single
herbivorous sea turtle
that lives in Hawaiian
waters, its diet & life
cycle, general turtle
anatomy, and a favorite
Hawaiian turtle legend.
HCPS III Benchmarks
SC 3.3.1
LA 3.1.3
SC 3.4.1
PE 3.1.3
SC 3.5.1
Duration
(2) 1-hour activities
Source Material
Kathleen Kam
TammyYee.com
PRISM
Vocabulary
Abundant
Carapace
Carnivore
Egg tooth
Forage
Hatchling
Incubate
Juvenile
Legend
Nearshore
Plastron
Scute
Sex

Summary
Students will step back from the already studied concepts of structure
and function and learn about one of Hawaii's most beloved ocean
grazer, the Green Sea Turtle (honu). Activities will include a
storytelling of the Hawaiian mythological Kauila of Punalu‘u and a
silent reading article and worksheet. Students will make turtle
puppets with labeled parts and play Limu Poki (a variation of Hoki
Poki).

Objectives
•
•
•

Students will be able to talk about the complete turtle life
cycle and which species live in Hawaiian waters.
Student will make turtle puppets and play Limu Poki.
Students will have fun, use their thinking skills, and learn
more about na honu.

Materials
Turtle Intro
One copy of Legend of Kauila Weblink
Background reading on the life cycle of a sea turtle
Green Sea Turtle Article
One copy per student of the Green Sea Turtle Article
Crayons, Markers or Colored Pencils
Turtle Puppets
8.5 x 11 thick green paper (2 per student) – for each page of
Turtle Puppet Printouts
One copy of Turtle Anatomy Diagram per student
Scissors
Tape or glue
Crayons, Markers or Colored Pencils (if thick green paper is
unavailable)
Pens or markers (to write structures on finished puppets)

Making Connections
Most students have likely seen basking Green Sea Turtles on beaches
Statewide. Some might have even seen baby Hawksbill hatchlings
emerge from their nest. This lesson will provide students with a
greater understanding of the life cycle and struggles of sea turtles in
our waters. In addition, they will learn the different parts (structures)
of the honu and make inferences about their function.
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Teacher Prep for Activity
Basically, teachers will have to ensure that the materials for each activity are available and make
the necessary copies for the article and the turtle puppets (see Materials list above). In addition,
it is a good idea to make a reference "model" of a turtle puppet to show the students what they
will be making.

Background
There are seven types of sea turtles in the world. Four of these are present in Hawaian waters:
Green Sea Turtle (Chelonia mydas; aka honu), Hawksbill Sea Turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata;
aka honu'ea), Leatherback (Dermochelys coriacea), and Olive Ridley (Lepidochelys olivacea).
All seven sea turtle species are listed as endangered on the IUCN List, but the Hawksbill and
Leatherback are critically endangered. Of these species, the honu, or Green Sea Turtle is most
commonly seen basking on the beaches or eating in limu patches in the shallows of the Main
Hawaiian Islands. Hawksbill females will also come up to certain sites on Hawai'i Island to nest
in the safety of the night, however, most Island residents will never see them. Leatherback and
Olive Ridley turtles are found in nearby Hawaiian waters but are far less common.
Sea turtles are air-breathing reptiles. They spend the majority of their life in the ocean and
only come to the beach to bask (honu) or to nest (all seven species). Scientists are still arguing
why honu lay around on the beaches now, whereas they didn't twenty years ago. Some have
speculated that it may be because they are no longer hunted by humans (legally), while still
others think honu are resting-up in a place free from aquatic predators like the tiger shark.
Sea turtles are very well adapted for life in the sea and have many structures that are
examples of that. Their two large front flippers give these turtles great swimming ability, honu
are said to swim upwards of 25 mph! Their smaller back flippers are used to steer their
movement, just like a rudder on a boat. The skin of Green Sea Turtles is composed of a greencolored fat and covered in scales (this is why they are called Green Sea Turtles - not the color of
their shell!). Their shell is composed of many bony plates called scutes. Their beaks are adapted
for the types of food they eat. For example, the Hawksbill yields a sharp pointed beak that
allows for its carnivorous diet of sponges (yes, sponges are animals).
Sea turtle populations around the world are under pressure from many directions (i.e. they
experience various limiting factors). Some of these threats include poaching, habitat destruction,
marine debris, attack on nestlings by invasive species (such as mongoose and feral cats) and
harassment by humans. Beach condominiums and seawalls block turtle access to the shoreline
(to rest and to nest), and roads near the ocean can lead to turtle death by traffic fatalities. Lights
from beach development and parking lots will distract the baby turtles that are thought to
orientate to the ocean via guidance by moonlight.
Of these seven species of sea turtles, only the honu is an ocean grazer. Its diet is composed
strictly of the red, green and brown algae (limu) that lives in the nearshore environment. Honu
can weigh up to 400 lbs. and grow up to 43" long. After hatching, they spend their life in the
open ocean as carnivorous nekton (swimming plankton) until they return to the Islands as
juveniles and are about 13" long. Once they return, they are completely resigned to herbivory.
They spend most of their time in the water, but will come out to rest (bask) or to nest. When it is
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time to reproduce, most female honu swim to the NW Hawaiian Islands to lay their eggs along
the shores of the French Frigate Shoals.
To lay eggs, mama turtles use the two back flippers to dig the nesting holes. Honu lay up
to 100 eggs at one time, each about the size of a ping-pong ball. All the eggs laid in the nest are
called a clutch. After the eggs are laid she covers them and fills the hole back up with sand. She
then crawls back to the ocean and leaves the eggs to hatch by themselves. If they do not get eaten
by predators or taken by humans – they hatch two months later, dig their way out of the sand,
and crawl into the ocean to start the life cycle all over again.
The baby sea turtles are called hatchlings. While they crawl to the ocean they may be
eaten by predators like sand crabs and sea birds. They say that only about 1 - 5 hatchlings from
each clutch will live past the first year. After they make it to the water they become prey and
have to face fish, tiger sharks, and humans. Most predators hunt sea turtles for food. Humans
use sea turtle eggs and meat for food or to make oil. The shell is often used worldwide to make
jewelry and money wherever sea turtles live.
In addition, see Green Sea Turtle Article for more information.

Vocabulary
Abundant – A lot of something; like a large number of individuals in a population.
Carapace – The topside of a turtle’s shell.
Carnivore – An animal that feeds (or forages) on other animals.
Egg tooth – A small sharp structure that exists on the beaks of baby turtles that they use to
break free from their eggs and hatch.
Forage – Eating or searching for food.
Hatchling – A baby animal that has just emerged from an egg.
Incubate – To keep warm eggs in an environment that allows them to grow and develop until
they hatch.
Juvenile – An animal that hasn’t reached sexual maturity yet (i.e. it is not old enough to
breed); in between baby and adult life stages.
Legend – A story handed down by tradition from earlier times and popularly accepted as
historical (even though there is no evidence that it really happened); the same as a fable
or myth.
Nearshore – The portion of coastline that stretches from the beach to the offshore
environment (to about 10-meters or 33-feet deep).
Plastron – Bottomside of a turtle’s shell; also called a belly plate.
Scute – A large scale on the surface of an animal’s skin (such as an armadillo or a turtle).
Sex – A division or category in animals that identifies male or female organisms.

Procedure
Activity 1. Turtle Intro (20 mins)
1. Have the students gather around the teacher in the best storytelling place in the
classroom.
2. Read the Legend of Kauila story to them out loud.
3. Ask students to think about what is fictitious and what is true.
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4. Ask, "What is the point of passing this story from generation to generation?" and "What
sort of message does it convey?
5. Now is a good time to start talking about the "true" life cycle of the Green Sea Turtle.
6. Be sure to make this time a discussion and Q/A period whenever necessary.
7. Remember to ask the students, "What do you think?" when students ask a question …
Activity 2. Green Sea Turtle Article (40 mins)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Pass out one copy of the Green Sea Turtle Article to each of the students.
Instruct them to write their name and date on the top.
Show the Vocabulary list and where the words are used in the text.
Tell them to answer each of the Comprehension Questions at the back of the article
Give them about 25 minutes to read the article (or more if necessary).
If some students finish ahead of time they can use colored pencils, markers, or crayons to
color in the baby turtle drawing on the front by Tammy Yee.
7. Go over the students' answers as a class.
8. Ask them probing questions like, "What was something new that you learned?" or
"Where do you think the baby turtles go before they come back to the Islands as
juveniles?"
Activity 3. Turtle Puppets (1 hour)
1. Pass out the Turtle Anatomy Diagram along with the two Turtle Puppet handouts to each
of the students.
2. Show them a finished model puppet.
3. Ask them to use the Anatomy Diagram to label the parts (structures) of the turtle directly
on the Turtle Puppet handouts.
4. Tell them to be very careful to only cut the dotted lines and not the solid ones.
5. Follow the directions on the handouts and fold/glue/tape where necessary -- sometimes
this takes some help so ask the students to work together.
*** NOTE: See Extension Activities for "Limu Poki" game that the class can play with
completed puppets.

Assessments
The Green Sea Turtle Article is followed by a set of comprehension questions that can be
collected and reviewed by the teacher as an assessment. Vocabulary is an assessment too!

Resources

PRISM Hawaii's Sandy Shores (2nd-grade curriculum):
• http://www.uhh.hawaii.edu/affiliates/prism/documents/SeaTurtleLessons.pdf
Turtle Trax Kids website:
• www.TurtleTrax.org
Legend of Kauila:
• http://tammyyee.com/tt-kauila.html
Turtle Hurdles
4

Partnerships for Reform through Investigative Science & Math

Other Available Turtle Resources:
• Ching, P. and G. Balaz. 2001. Sea Turtles of Hawai`i. University of Hawai‘i Press,
Honolulu.
• Couloumbe, D. Chapter 15: Marine Reptiles. In The Seaside Naturalist.
• Green Sea Turtles. Accessible by web: http://www.earthtrust.org/wlcurric/turtles.html
• Schweitzer, V.S. 1997. The Struggle of the Ancients. In Coffee Times. Accessible by web:
http://www.coffeetimes.com/aug97.htm
• Yee, Tammy. “Color Baby Honu” from Baby Honu’s Incredible Journey, a picture book by
Tammy Yee. Copyright © 1997 Island Heritage. Accessible by web:
http://www.tammyyee.com/colorhonu.html

Extension Activities
Limu Poki (15 minutes)
1. Ask the students to follow the teacher outside.
2. Have students form a circle.
3. Ask them, "Who has ever played Hoki Poki?" … now, ask them if they've ever played
Limu Poki.
4. Go over the body parts of the sea turtle puppets (carapace, flipper, beak, plastron, scute)
from the Turtle Diagram.
5. Using body parts like carapace, left flipper, beak (mouth), plastron … etc. sing the
modified version of Hoki Poki with the class and ask the students to put the appropriate
turtle part into/out of the circle accordingly. (For example, "You put your left flipper in,
you put your left flipper out, … you do the Limu Poki and you shake it all about" … etc.)
Mauna Lani Honu Fieldtrip (1/2 day)
For those classrooms that are located on Hawai‘i Island, Mauna Lani resort offers a free tour to
visiting classrooms of their Green Sea Turtles, fishpond, and man-made coral reefs (aquaria). To
schedule a tour, just call their information desk:
Mauna Lani Bay Hotel & Bungalows
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68-1400 Mauna Lani Drive
Kohala Coast, HI 96743
Phone: 808-885-6622
Guest Fax: 808-881-7000
Hotel Concierge
Phone: 808-881-7911
E-mail: concierge@maunalani.com
An additional thing to do would be to ask students to conduct a turtle count whenever
they are at the beach. Have them make a list of the relevant information (e.g. date, time,
location) and the number of sea turtles they see basking on the beach or swimming in the water.
This is just another fun way to get kids to practice being "Field research scientists".

Culture/Art/Math/Literature Connections
Turtle beach counts (see Extenstion Activities above) could be incorporated into a potential
math-based lesson (e.g. bar graphs, pie charts, displays).
As always, there are numerous other ways to incorporate the theme of sea turtles into
other classroom disciplines. The honu is a key figurehead in art and literature in Hawai‘i and
additional resources are easy to find for implementation during the rest of the (non-science)
school day. Be creative and resourceful!
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The Legend of Kauila at Punalu'u
Long, long ago, a magnificent turtle appeared on
the moonlit shores of Punalu'u. Honu-po'o-kea was no
ordinary sea turtle. Her head was as white as the snows
of Mauna Kea. Honu-po'o-kea paused at the ocean's edge,
searching for the perfect place to build a nest. Gentle
waves tugged at the black sand beneath her. With a deep
sigh, she pulled herself ashore.
Honu-po'o-kea dug a shallow hole and laid an egg, as dark and smooth as polished
kauila wood. Her mate, Honu-'ea, had been waiting offshore, his reddish-brown shell
bobbing in the surf. As Honu-po'o-kea covered her nest, Honu-'ea joined her. Together the
turtles dug into the black sand and created a spring. Then, as silently as they had come,
they disappeared into the ocean.
In time, the egg hatched into a magical turtle named Kauila. Kauila made her home
at the bottom of the freshwater spring that her parents had made. People called it Ka
wai hu o Kauila, the rising water of Kauila. Children would come to play in the spring, and
if they saw bubbles rising from its depths they knew that Kauila was sleeping. Sometimes
Kauila would transform herself into a girl so that she could play among the keiki. Always,
she kept a watchful eye on the children, insuring their safety.
Honu, or green sea turtles, still come to the black sands of Punalu'u on the Big
Island. They can be seen grazing on seaweed in the surf or basking in the warm sun,
oblivious to the people that gather to watch them. At night the rare honu 'ea, or
hawksbill turtle, has been known to nest in the area, just as Honu-po'o-kea did so long
ago.
Here and there the black sand bubbles as cool mountain water from Mauna Loa
percolates through the porous lava. This was Kauila's gift: fresh water for the people of
Punalu'u. Long ago Hawaiians would dive to the floor of the bay to collect the fresh water
in gourds. Hence the name Punalu'u, which means diving spring.
Punalu'u is a favorite family stop on the long drive from Volcano to Na'alehu. My
two boys are always eager to count the honu in the bay, and the occasional basking
turtle. Inevitably, their attention is always drawn to the pahoehoe tide pools, and the
chilly springs that arise within. As my boys build dams to channel the freshwater as it
flows seaward, it is not difficult to feel Kauila's benign presence. Watching over the keiki,
as she has done for eons.
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Story by Tammy Yee from <http://www.tammyyee.com/tt-kauila.html>

Name:
Date:

The Green Sea Turtle
Very few types of reptiles live in
the ocean, but sea turtles are one
example of marine reptiles that exist
throughout the world’s oceans. There
are currently seven known species of
sea turtles; four of which live around
the Hawaiian Islands. The green sea
turtle, hawksbill, leatherback and olive
ridley can all be found in the Hawai`i, but the first two of which are more
commonly seen in nearshore environments.
Of all of the turtles that live in or around Hawai`i, the honu (Chelonia
mydas) is by far the most abundant. They are called green sea turtles for the
green color of their body fat, not their shell color. What makes them unique
from all other marine reptiles (including sea snakes, crocodiles, and the other six
sea turtle species) is that honu are ocean grazers (ie. herbivores). As adults
they forage on limu (algae and seagrass) instead of sponges, jellyfish, and
other invertebrates like other species.
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Like all sea turtles, honu spend most of their lives in the ocean. They do
have lungs and must come to the surface to breathe air, but they are able to
remain under water for long periods of time. They only leave the water to
breed or to bask in the sun. On certain nights in the early Fall, female green
turtles will come to nest at the very same beach where they were born. The
mama turtle will dig a nest using her large front flippers around the same
location where plants begin to grow along the shore. When the nest is dug, she
will next lay a hundred or so turtle eggs that resemble small ping-pong balls.
When she is finished, she covers the eggs with sand using both front and back
flippers and returns to the sea.
Unlike the Hawksbill sea turtle or honu`ea (Eretmochelys imbricata) that
nests primarily on Hawai`i Island, green sea turtles nest in the Northwest
Hawaiian Islands, most of which occurs at French Frigate Shoals. However,
similar to other sea turtles, honu will sometimes nest up to five times in one
season.
Once the baby turtles have been in the nest for about two months they are
ready to hatch. The temperature
of the nest during this time
determines the sex of the
hatchlings. If the nest is at a lower
temperature all the turtle hatchlings
will be male. Likewise, if the nest
incubates at a higher temperature
Green sea turtle feeding on limu (Amansia sp.).
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then all the emerging hatchlings will be female. The process of breaking free of
their egg casing and climbing to the beach surface takes several days. To do
this, the baby turtles use a temporary structure called an egg tooth to chip away
at the eggshell.
When the time is right (usually at night) the 3-inch hatchlings will “erupt
from the nest like a little turtle volcano, and head for the sea” (Ching and Balaz,
2001). They hatch looking like little tiny adults, complete with carapace,
flippers, beak, plastron, eyes, and a tail. But at this small size, hatchlings are
confronted by various limiting factors such as land-based (mongoose, sand
crabs) and ocean-based predators (ulua or large Jacks, tiger sharks, sea birds).
It is said that only about 1% (or 1 out of 100 hatchlings) will live long enough to
breed themselves. For the next several years they enter what scientists refer to
as the “lost years” because not much is known about this crucial time in their
lives. However, until they are one year or so they are carnivorous.
Once they about 15-inches or so, they are again seen in nearshore
Hawaiian waters. At this point they are around four years old and they spend
most of their time foraging pastures of limu along the coastline. They are fast
swimmers and use their flippers to swim up to 35mph (miles per hour – that’s
like a car downtown). During this time, the juvenile turtles are growing slowly
(about 1-inch/year) and they won’t reach sexual maturity until they are about
thirty years old.

Vocabulary Used:
Abundant – A lot of something, like a large number of individuals in a population.
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Carapace – The topside of the turtle’s shell.
Carnivorous – An animal that feeds (or forages) on other animals.
Egg tooth – A small sharp structure that exists on the beaks of baby turtles that they use to
break free from their eggs and hatch.
Forage – Eating or searching for food.
Hatchling – A baby animal that has just emerged from an egg.
Herbivore – An animal that eats only plant matter (such as limu), can also be called an ocean
grazer.
Incubates – To keep or warm eggs in an environment that allows them to grow and
development until they hatch.
Juvenile – An animal that hasn’t reached sexual maturity yet (ie. it is not old enough to
breed).
Nearshore – The portion of coastline that stretches from the beach to the offshore
environment (to about 10-meters or 33-feet deep).
Plastron – Bottom of the turtle’s shell, also called a belly plate.
Sex – A division or category in animals that identifies male or female organisms.

Comprehension Questions:
(1) Why do you think female honu choose the vegetation line (the place on the beach where plants start to
gron) as the site for their nests? (Hint: What do you think might happen if the eggs got covered by
water?)

(2) Which type of sea turtle is the most common in Hawai`i?
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(3) Which type of sea turtle nests on Hawai`i Island?

(4) What are the two other names (Hawaiian and Scientific) for the green sea turtle?

(5) True or False: A sea turtle can swim much faster than an Olympic swimmer.

T

F

(6) List at least three dangers (limiting factors) that sea turtles face today:

(7) What is one thing that you can do to help the green sea turtle?

Fun Facts 
• Unlike most land turtles and tortoises who can pull their heads into their shells for
additional protection, sea turtles cannot do so and their heads remain exposed at all
time.
• Like cows, green sea turtles are reliant on bacteria in their guts (stomachs) to help them
digest their plant diet.
• Scientists can often tell the difference between the sexes of adult honu because the
females usually have a larger body and the males have a longer tail.
• The green sea turtle can grow up to four feet and weigh as much as 500 pounds!!!

Resources:
Ching, P. and G. Balaz. 2001. Sea Turtles of Hawai`i. University of Hawaii Press, Honolulu.
Couloumbe, D. Chapter 15: Marine Reptiles. In The Seaside Naturalist.
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Green Sea Turtles. Accessible by web: http://www.earthtrust.org/wlcurric/turtles.html
Schweitzer, V.S. 1997. The Struggle of the Ancients. In Coffee Times. Accessible by web: http://www.coffeetimes.com/aug97.htm
Turtle Trax. Accessible by web: www.turtle.org
Yee, Tammy. “Color Baby Honu” from Baby Honu’s Incredible Journey, a picture book by Tammy Yee. Copyright © 1997 Island
Heritage. Accessible by web: http://www.tammyyee.com/colorhonu.html
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