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K-12 Teachers Attend 20th Annual Sea Turtle Field School 

By Dr. Gale Bishop 

The week of July 16 to 23 was a special time in The St. Catherines Island Sea Turtle program as 17 K-12 Teacher-Interns and 3 

Teacher-Mentors participated in the Twentieth Annual Sea Turtle Field School. Each year 16 to 18 K-12 teachers are mentored 

through sea turtle nest conservation, Island Geology and Evolution, Wildlife and 

Forestry Management, and Cultural History, both ancient and modern. They partici-

pate in total immersion, place-based conservation education, on beautiful St. Cath-

erines Island. The Program encourages the teachers to take abundant photographs of 

themselves and each other when working, finding or relocating nests, assessing nests, 

collecting specimens for teaching, and transferring the experiences and materials  

into their own specific classroom curriculum; regardless of grade level or field. Be-

cause teachers teach year after year, the educational benefits accrue, just like com-

pound interest, year after year. Over 270,000 Georgia schoolchildren have been 

touched by sea turtle conservation in the last twenty years! 

The week kicked off with a tour of the Georgia Sea Turtle Center, hosted by Dr. 

Terry Norton. When the participants arrived on SCI they settled into their accom-

modation and immediately did an evening visit to North Beach where we demonstrated validation of nests (using a nest new that 

morning) and invited them to assess (excavate and count eggs) from a 

wild nest that had emerged that morning. Their second day dawned at 

06:35 with the students on the beach, where they participated in validat-

ing and relocating three new loggerhead sea turtle nests and assessed 

two nests that were being attacked by Raccoons and Ghost Crabs. Some 

257 hatchlings were "rescued" from those nests and released on South 

Beach later that evening. Beach monitoring was done daily and nests 

were tended to as needed; afternoons and evenings were given to several 

releases of hatchling stragglers taken from emerged nests, a History Mys-

tery Tour with Royce Hayes, a Gwinnett House Tour hosted by Gale 

Bishop, Wildlife Tours hosted by Deb Belgio and Von Kment, and a 

popular Second Annual Pirate Tour hosted by Alan Dean, Ginger Jones 

and Veronica Greco on Alan's Pirate Ship. 
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THE SAND DOLLAR (Echinarachnius parma) is the name 

of a species of extremely flattened, burrowing sea urchins belonging 

to the order Clypeasteroida.  The name ‘sand dollar’ comes from the 

shape and color of the rigid skeleton (known as a ‘test’) after it 

washes up on the beach.  At that point, the test is usually missing its 

velvety covering of minute spines and is often bleached white by the 

sun.  Other species within the Clypeasteroida order are not quite as 

flat, and are sometimes called "sea cookies" or "sea biscuits". In Span-

ish speaking countries, the sand dollar is known as a “galleta de mar”, 

or sea cookie; and in South Africa, they are known as pansy shells 

from the five-petaled pansy garden flower. 

The sand dollar is widespread in ocean waters of the Northern Hemi-

sphere, from the intertidal zone to considerable depths. It can be 

found in temperate and tropical zones.  They are considered benthic, 

meaning they live beyond mean low water on top of, or just beneath 

the surface of sandy or muddy areas.   

The living animals have a skin of motile spines covering the test, particularly on the somewhat flattened underside of the animal, al-

lowing it to burrow or to slowly creep through the sediment.  This movement is accomplished by the coordinated action of the spines, 

which are covered with fine, hair-like cilia. 

Just as the common sea star or starfish has five arms,  sand dollars have 

five paired rows of pores. The pores are arranged in a petal-like pattern, 

and are used to move sea water into the sand dollar’s body, which is then 

pumped to where it’s needed to aid in movement or other internal func-

tions. These pores are perforations in the endoskeleton on through which 

the podia, used in gas exchange, project from the body.  The podia that 

line the food grooves, move food to the mouth opening, which is in the 

center of the star-shaped grooves on the underside of the animal (called 

the oral sur-

face). Its food 

consists of crustacean larvae, small copepods, diatoms, algae and detritus. 

Sand dollars are frequently found together, due in part to their preference 

for soft bottom areas, which are convenient for their reproduction. The 

sexes are separate and the individuals’ gametes (eggs and sperm) are re-

leased into the water column, where they join and develop into free-

swimming larvae.  The nektonic (actively swimming aquatic organism) 

larvae metamorphose through several stages before the skeleton or test 

begins to form, at which point they become benthic.  If the water is fairly 

calm where they live they will often stand on edge, partly in the mud and 

partly exposed to the clear water.  If they live in an area with strong cur-

rents, sand dollars 

can hold their posi-

tion by burrowing 

in to the soft bot-

tom.  They will also 

swallow grains to 

build up their 

weight so they don't 

get washed away!!  

Live sand dollars 

can be greenish, 

bluish or purple. 

Their highly modi-

fied spines and 

podia give them a 

velvet-like texture 

and appearance. 

 

Live sand dollars on the ocean, well, okay, the aquarium floor. 

A sand dollar having burrowed itself just below the sand surface. 


