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Lesson Plan: Bottlenose Dolphin 

Summary 

In this lesson, students learn about bottlenose dolphins, their evolutionary 

connection to whales and hippos, and their adaptation to ocean life about five 

million years ago. The class explores their intelligence, cooperation with humans, 

and differences between wild and captive behavior. Students also examine how 

dolphins interact with orcas and sharks, along with conservation and ecotourism 

efforts that help protect them. 
https://www.youtube.com/live/bSR1NR00N2c?si=aZ25_kJcGUC2E7VO 

 

Objective 
Students will describe the evolutionary history, behavior, and conservation of 

bottlenose dolphins using evidence from the transcript and the 9 Fun Facts list. 

Standards 

• NGSS MS-LS4-1 

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RST.6-8.2 

• C3.D2.Geo.12.6-8 

Materials 

• 9 Fun Facts: Bottlenose Dolphin 

• Worksheet: Bottlenose Dolphin 

• Optional: projector, whiteboard, paper, pencils, reference images 
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Introduction 
Ask students what they already know about dolphins and how they compare to 

other marine mammals. Introduce the bottlenose dolphin, note the shared ancestry 

with whales and hippos, and preview today’s focus on evolution, intelligence, and 

conservation. 

Activity 

1. Read the 9 Fun Facts together and identify patterns in dolphin adaptation and 

behavior. 

2. Discuss their cooperation with humans and how this shows intelligence and 

social learning. 

3. Compare dolphin behavior in the wild and in captivity, noting examples of 

communication and adaptation. 

4. Explore predator relationships and conservation efforts that help protect 

dolphins. 

Assessment 

Students will write a short paragraph identifying two behaviors that show dolphin 

intelligence or cooperation and one way humans influence their survival. 

Rubric 
Criteria Excellent (4) Proficient (3) Developing (2) 

Evolution and Timeline Clearly explains ancestry 

and timing 

Mostly accurate explanation Partial understanding 

Behavior and Intelligence Uses multiple examples 

from facts or transcript 

Uses one accurate example Mentions without detail 

Human Interaction and 

Conservation 

Explains positive and 

negative effects 

Describes one example Minimal explanation 

Participation Active, relevant 

contributions 

Participates sometimes Limited participation 
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9 Fun Facts 

1. From land to sea: the Pakicetus connection The story of dolphins 

begins about 50 million years ago with Pakicetus, a land-dwelling 

mammal that looked more like a long-snouted wolf than a swimmer. 

Fossils show its ear bones already matched those of modern whales, 

marking the first step in a long march from land to ocean. 
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/when-whales-walked-on-four-legs.html 

 

2. When bottlenose became bottlenose Modern bottlenose dolphins 

(Tursiops truncatus) appeared roughly 5 million years ago. Their 

ancestors had already mastered echolocation, but this species 

evolved the familiar short beak, curved smile, and social behavior we 

recognize today. 
https://www.dolphin-way.com/dolphins-the-facts/evolution/ 

 

3. Partners and playmates Wild bottlenose dolphins often seek out 

boats, surf waves, and interact with swimmers. Some coastal groups 

even cooperate with fishers by driving fish toward their nets and 

then sharing the catch. Human contact can be risky because feeding 

or chasing dolphins can disrupt their natural foraging. 
https://www.dolphins-world.com/humans-and-dolphins/  

 

4. Life in captivity Bottlenose dolphins are the most commonly kept 

cetaceans in aquariums and marine parks. They learn complex tricks 

and form bonds with trainers, but studies show mixed welfare 

results. Some thrive with enrichment while others develop stress-

related behaviors in confined spaces. 
https://awionline.org/content/confinement-marine-life 

 

5. From Flipper to fame The 1960s TV series Flipper turned bottlenose 

dolphins into global celebrities. The show used several trained 

dolphins to portray the same character, sparking a boom in 

dolphinariums and marine shows that still shape how people 

imagine dolphins today. 
https://www.scuba.com/blog/famous-dolphins-tv-

movies/?srsltid=AfmBOopbKvzCEzDrGCPdyhQKHC5IeI3Bu9Iy_XErDqed85AEHDp2w5SU 

 

  

https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/when-whales-walked-on-four-legs.html
https://www.dolphins-world.com/humans-and-dolphins/
https://awionline.org/content/confinement-marine-life
https://www.scuba.com/blog/famous-dolphins-tv-movies/?srsltid=AfmBOopbKvzCEzDrGCPdyhQKHC5IeI3Bu9Iy_XErDqed85AEHDp2w5SU
https://www.scuba.com/blog/famous-dolphins-tv-movies/?srsltid=AfmBOopbKvzCEzDrGCPdyhQKHC5IeI3Bu9Iy_XErDqed85AEHDp2w5SU


 
Lesson Plan: Bottlenose Dolphin artisticbiker.com 

6. Neighbors and nemeses: the orcas Orcas and bottlenose dolphins 

sometimes share coastal hunting grounds. Orcas, being top 

predators, occasionally target dolphins, but dolphins have been seen 

mobbing or harassing orcas to defend their pods. It is a complex 

dance of intelligence meeting intelligence. 
https://nextlevelsailing.com/relationship-between-orca-killer-whales-dolphins/ 

 

7. Sharks in their midst Sharks prey on young or isolated dolphins, yet 

healthy pods often turn the tables. Groups of bottlenose dolphins will 

charge and ram sharks to drive them off. Their agility and teamwork 

make them formidable opponents in open water. 
https://www.discovermagazine.com/the-idea-that-sharks-fear-dolphins-may-just-be-an-old-sailors-myth-46121 

 

8. Conservation status Common bottlenose dolphins are widespread 

and considered one of the most abundant marine mammals, but local 

populations still face major threats from entanglement in fishing 

gear, chemical pollution, and habitat degradation. 
https://www.worldwildlife.org/species/common-bottlenose-dolphin 

 

9. Conservation success stories Community-led dolphin protection 

programs have grown worldwide, combining tourism, research, and 

local education to safeguard wild populations. These efforts, often 

supported by eco-friendly travel and public awareness campaigns, 

have helped restore habitats and reduce human impact. 
https://www.wwf.org.uk/learn/wildlife/dolphins 
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Worksheet 

Name: ________________________________________________ Date: ___________ 

Review 

1. Which ancient animal links dolphins, whales, and hippos through 

shared ancestry? 

2. When did modern bottlenose dolphins appear in the fossil record? 

3. What are two ways bottlenose dolphins interact with humans? 

4. Describe one challenge or advantage dolphins face in captivity. 

Discussion 

5. What behaviors or actions show that dolphins are intelligent and 

cooperative? 

 

6. How do dolphins interact with orcas and sharks in the wild? 

 

Data Analysis 

7. What environmental threats affect dolphin populations around the 

world? 

 

Reflection 

8. How can ecotourism and public awareness help protect dolphins and 

their habitats? 

 

 

9. What lesson about adaptation or teamwork can people learn from 

dolphins? 
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