
Teacher Guide to Student Worksheet 4-Which End is the Tail? 
 

Directions:  Analyze the two skeleton diagrams and the two illustrations of “Elasmosaurus 
platyurus Cope”. Answer the questions below. 
 

1. Compare the skeletons of “Elasmosaurus platyurus Cope”. Describe how they are 
different. 
The “Elasmosaurus platyurus Cope of 1868 (as published in the pre-print)” shows the 
head to be on the short end of the body. The neck appears to be very short and wide. 
Also, the dorsals/paddles are faced in the opposite direction of the tail. The other skeletal 
diagram shows the head to be on the long end of the body. The neck appears to be very 
long and narrow.  

 
       2. Based upon your observation of the two skeletons of the “Elasmosaurus platyurus      
            Cope” did it live on land, in water, or both? Explain your answer by referring to the    
            key physical characteristics of the creature. 

Based upon my observation of the two skeletons, the Elasmosaurus platyurus Cope lived 
in water because his “legs” look like paddles that would be used to swim in water. Also, 
the long neck or tail in reference to its small torso and legs would not be able to support it 
on land. The illustrations given seem to further support this physical evidence. 
 

 
3. Based upon you observation of the two skeletons of the “Elasmosaurus platyurus 

Cope” was the creature a carnivore, herbivore, or omnivore? Explain your answer 
by referring to the structure of the head. 
Based upon my observation of the two skeletons, the Elasmosaurus platyurus could have 
been an omnivore. The sharp teeth located on the skull indicate it would have eaten 
meat; however, if the head were on the “long, narrow neck”, it would have been difficult to 
swallow large pieces of meat. If the head truly was on the “long neck”, I believe it would 
have eaten small fish and plants so they could be easily swallowed. However, if the head 
was on the “short, wide neck” I believe it would have been a carnivore in which meat 
could be easily swallowed.  

 
 

4. One of the images of the “Elasmosaurus platyurus Cope” is not correct. 
Historically, the key question had been, “Which end is the tail?” Choose the image 
that you think is correct. Explain your reasoning. Examine the two skeletons and 
the two illustrations to help you construct an answer. 
Answers may vary. Sample responses might include:  
I feel the long-necked skeleton diagram of the Elasmosaurus platyurus Cope is correct. 
After I observed the illustration of Elasmosaurus platyurus Cope with other dinosaurs I 
found that it would be quite challenging for it to hunt and survive because of its short 
neck. I could easily fall victim to predators. I also feel that if this marine reptile had a long 
neck, it could easily hunt birds in the air. It would also be able to extend its neck deep into 
the water (Illustration of long-necked Elasmosaurus) and even to animals on the shore. 
OR 
I feel the diagram of the short-necked Elasmosaurus platyurus Cope is correct. The 
Elasmosaurus platyurus Cope resembles other reptiles like crocodiles that have a short 
neck and a long tail. The long tail helps them swim and move in the water. How could a 
short tail move a creature of this size? Also the short and wider neck would allow the 
creature to swallow its food easily. 

 


