Riverpark Dolphin
Junior

Lesson plan 3 - Real intel
ligence

Background information
After humans, bottlenose dolphins possess the second highest brain size to body mass ratio. There are several
reasons believed to be why dolphins might have such a proportionally large brain. One is that dolphins have
a sophisticated echolocation system (finding objects through reflected sound), thus requiring a lot of ‘brain
power’ to process the auditory information, such as returning echoes. Another hypothesis is that dolphins,
like humans, need a lot of brain power to form close relationships with other dolphins. Keeping track of
relationships, and deciding whether to cooperate with other dolphins or not, is cognitively draining. Both
dolphins and humans have a highly convoluted cerebral cortex — a region of the brain that plays a key role in
many higher cognitive processes. These high levels of intelligence have been supported in studies of captive and
wild dolphins.
Below is a list of websites that detail Bottlenose dolphin behaviour. The River Guardians website includes useful
information on the Dolphin Watch Project, a collaborative project between The Swan River Trust, Murdoch and
Curtin universities.

http://www.dolphinresearch.org.au/bottlenose.php
http://www.seaworld.org/infobooks/bottlenose/behavdol.html
http://library.thinkquest.org/17963/genus-Tursiops.html
http://riverguardians.com/projects/dolphin-watch/
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Aim
To allow students to work as a team, research Bottlenose dolphin behaviours and present their findings in
poster format. This knowledge will then be used to develop ideas about how the Swan River dolphins may have
developed certain behaviours to survive successfully in their unique environment.

Outcomes
In completing this activity students will:
•
Develop skills that require them to work co-operatively in a team environment
•
Identify sources of information, collect and evaluate information while developing skills in research
•
Learn common behaviours of bottlenose dolphins and make interpretations about Swan River
dolphin behaviour
Preparation
•
•
•
•
•
•

Cut out ‘Real Intelligence Starter’ statements and place in a box
Poster material
Access to internet and/or library for research
Transcript of interview from the World Today
‘Uncover A Dolphin’ books from the Dolphin Discovery Box (available for loan from the
Swan River Trust)
Inflatable dolphin from the Dolphin Discovery Box (available for loan from the Swan River Trust)

Class activity 1
1. Starter — While music is playing, pass around a box filled with statements about the topic of this lesson.
When the music stops, the student holding the box must pick out a statement, read it and decide whether it is
true or false. Stick the statement on the board under either a True or False title.
2. When all statements are sorted, go through the answers, explaining why certain answers are false.
3. Divide students into 6 groups. Assign each group a dolphin behaviour (communication, feeding patterns,
group behaviours, parenting, navigation and interactions with humans).
4. Explain to students that they will be required to research their behaviour and create a poster about their
findings. Posters should include images and descriptions of different ideas relevant to their assigned behaviour,
as well as interesting facts and figures.
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Class activity 2
1. Visit the following website: http://www.abc.net.au/worldtoday/content/2005/s1387487.htm It will show the
transcript of an interview from the World Today that focuses on the learnt behaviour of ‘sponging’ in dolphins
of Monkey Mia.
3. Choose 4 students to read each part of the interview to the rest of the class. Alternatively you could play the
audio of the interview.
4. Place students back into their groups and have them brainstorm about behaviours that the Swan River
Dolphins may have learnt to help them survive in their unique environment. Encourage students to be creative
and think outside the box — the behaviours do not have to be real as long as students can explain how the
learnt behaviour might be beneficial to dolphins in the Swan River.
5. For example. learnt behaviours may include: avoiding jet skis areas, approaching boats for food, visiting
certain jetties to find food from people, staying away from noisy areas, seeking out fishermen, using larger
boats to surf the wake.
6. Ideas should be collated on the board and discussed.

Class activity 3
1. Below is a list of behaviours recorded by Dolphin Watch volunteers with the River Guardians of the Swan
Canning River Park.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Swimming fast
Milling and diving (milling: dolphins spending time in a certain area surfacing independently
of each other)
Chasing fish
Dolphin with fish in mouth
Snagging (dolphin resting, hanging motionless at the surface looking like sausages)
Travelling straight
Body contact between dolphins
Social interaction
Leaping out of the water

2. Split the class into 9 groups. Give each group one of the behaviours listed above.
3. Ask students to come up with a physical action for the behaviour they have been assigned, making sure it
can be easily understood by other students. This can be done using an inflatable dolphin from the Dolphin
Discovery Box available for loan.
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4. Have each group demonstrate their action to the rest of the class. Tell the class to concentrate and remember
each action as they will need to remember all 9 of them!
5. Play a game of ‘Dolphin Does,’ similar to ‘Simon Says’. Select one student to be the dolphin and stand at the
front of the class. Direct student to say, “Dolphin Does ….” insert one of the behaviours. The rest of the class has
to immediately do the assigned behaviour action.
6. The teacher can be referee. Any student who does not immediately do the action is out. The last person
standing is the winner and given the title of ‘Super Dolphin’.

Extension
If possible, it would be beneficial to take students down to the river for a spot of dolphin watching. Students
can practice identifying the behaviours listed on the River Guardians website, which they learnt about during
class activity 3. This is best done using binoculars. Please be aware, that not every dolphin-watching session
results in finding a dolphin, therefore this activity would be best incorporated with another onsite river activity
such as a litter clean up.

Science Curriculum links
Science as a Human Endeavour
Nature and Development of Science Year 5 (ACSHE081) Science involves testing predictions by gathering data
Year 6 (ACSHE098) explanations of events and phenomena
Science Inquiry Skills
Communicating

Year 5 (ACSIS093)
Year 6 (ACSIS110)

Communicate ideas, explanations and processes in
variety of ways, including multimodal

Cross Curricula Links
English:

Language
Literacy

(Text Structure and Organisation, Expressing and Developing Ideas)
(Interacting with others, Interpreting Analysing and evaluating, Creating texts)
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Real intelligence starter
Bottlenose Dolphins possess one of the
highest brain size to body mass ratios in
the animal world.

Male Bottlenose
dolphins always
behave kindly
towards each
other.

Bottlenose Dolphins cooperate as a group
to herd fish into small areas for easy
capture.

Bottlenose Dolphins use a series of clicks,
squeaks and whistles to communicate.

Bottlenose dolphins live together in groups
called herds

Bottlenose Dolphins use tooth raking as a
sign of displeasure (raking: scratching each
other with their teeth)

There is a historical case recorded between
aborigines and Bottlenose dolphins in
Moreton bay, in which dolphins herded fish
schools onto shore,
enabling humans to
catch them.

Dolphins use facial expressions to help
them communicate.

Bottlenose dolphins always live in small
groups of about 10.

‘Snagging’ is a term scientists use to
describe the behavior of dolphins hanging
motionless in the water, like a sausage.
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Real intelligence starter
Bottlenose Dolphins possess one of the
highest brain size to body mass ratios in
the animal world.
TRUE

Bottlenose Dolphins cooperate as a group
to herd fish into small areas for easy
capture.
TRUE

Bottlenose dolphins live together in groups
called herds
FALSE – Dolphin groups are called pods

Male Bottlenose
dolphins always
behave kindly
towards each
other.

FALSE - Males have
been known to fight
so violently they have
killed each other

Bottlenose Dolphins use a series of clicks,
squeaks and whistles to communicate.

TRUE

Bottlenose Dolphins use tooth raking as
a sign of displeasure (raking – scratching
each other with their teeth)
TRUE

There is a historical case recorded between
aborigines and Bottlenose dolphins in
Moreton bay, in which dolphins herded fish
schools onto shore
enabling humans to
catch them.
TRUE

Dolphins use facial expressions to help
them communicate.

Bottlenose dolphins always live in small
groups of about 10.

‘Snagging’ is a term scientists use to
describe the behavior of dolphins hanging
motionless in the water, like a sausage.

False – Dolphins can live in groups as large
as one hundred

FALSE – Dolphins do not have facial expressions

TRUE
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