
 
 

EASTERN FENCE LIZARD (SCELOPORUS UNDULATUS) OBSERVATION GUIDE FOR HERPSCAPERS 

 by John Byrd  

INTRODUCTION: 

Eastern Fence Lizards are the perfect critters to help kick-start your lizarding (folks 

that enjoy watching lizards) career.  Unlike birders, lizarders don’t need to be early 

risers – bright light and warm temperatures are the essentials for successful lizard 

watching. But like birding, close-up binoculars are helpful. The Eastern Fence Lizard 

is found in every Southeastern state and regularly bask (warms itself in the sun) on 

fence posts, brick walls, and the sides of trees. You can provide attractive basking 

sites for Fence lizards as well as other lizard species by placing some wooden fence 

posts (old ones provide aesthetic charm) in your rock or flower garden. Most lizards 

are insect eating machines and making the most of their ecological services to help 

control leaf and flower eating insects through backyard habitat projects is a much 

wiser strategy than using pesticides.  

 

IDENTIFICATION: 

Eastern Fence Lizards are medium-sized (7 inches) prehistoric looking lizards having keeled scales, each tipped 

with a small, harmless spine. The spiny scales make them look rough and feel coarse to the touch. Adult males 

are normally brownish in color with bright blue patches bordered by black under the neck and along the sides. 

Youngsters and adult females are usually more grayish and have a moderate to bold pattern of wavy bands 

across the back. Adult females may also have some blue under the throat and sides of belly, but the amount 

and intensity is noticeably less than on the males. 

 

BEHAVIOR:  

Observing lizard behavior is fun, but understanding why a behavior is performed is challenging science. Many 

behaviors are energy expensive, and some may be in direct conflict with one another. For example, male  

Eastern fence lizards may go 
unnoticed while basking on 

trees or old fence posts. 



Fence Lizards defend their territory and impress females by doing head bobbing 

(up and down movement of the head) and pushups (legs are used to move body 

up and down). These two behaviors show off the bold blue and black colors under 

the throat and sides of belly. But carrying out a movement behavior that flashes 

bright colors might also alert a predator to your position. Do I impress the female 

and risk being eaten – that is real conflict! Comprehending the selective 

advantage(s) of a behavior, and its trade-offs requires diligent observation and 

creative experimental design under both natural and laboratory conditions. 

  

Keep in mind that a Fence Lizard’s life, like all animals, is centered around three 

primary activities: 1) feeding, 2) predator avoidance, and 3) reproduction. Lizards, 

like other reptiles, must maintain a high body temperature in order to find food, 

not become food, and acquire a mate. Use these three core activities to help 

guide your thinking about the context (the situation) under which a behavior is 

performed and why it is carried out. 

 

 

LEARNING MORE:  

There are numerous resources on lizard biology and species identification. The books and websites listed below 

will help answer many of your questions, but hopefully not all of them.  

 

Books: 

1) Lizards – Windows to the Evolution of Diversity, (2003) by Erick R. Pianka and Laurie J. Vitt. If you are a 

serious fan of lizards (or animal behavior in general) this is a must have book. I regret it was not around 

when I was teaching high school biology. 

2) Lizards & Crocodilians of the Southeast, (2009) by Whit Gibbons, Judy Greene, and Tony Mills. For those 

living in the Southeast, this book will not only help you identify the lizard species you are observing, but 

will also reward you with a wealth of natural history information. 

3) Peterson Field Guides – Reptiles and Amphibians – Eastern/Central North America, (1998) by Roger 

Conant/Joseph T. Collins. This book should always be within reach. There is also a Western Peterson 

Field Guide for reptiles and amphibians. 

Websites:  

1) http://tolweb.org/treehouses/?treehouse_id=2488 – This website features “Life as a Lizard Unit and 

Role Playing Game,” created by Arizona Partners in Amphibian and Reptile Conservation, AZPARC. The 

site has well written lessons for classroom teachers or anyone interested in teaching and learning about 

lizard behavior. There is also a series of videos that show lizard behaviors. 

2) http://srelherp.uga.edu/lizards/index.htm - The Savannah River Ecology Lab has crisp photographs and 

natural history information on 13 of the 20 native lizards found in the Southeastern United States. 

3) http://www.discoverlife.org/mp/20q?guide=Lizards – This is the Discover Life site which has a neat 

graphic key and will help you better understand descriptive terminology used for lizards. 

 

Male fence lizards have bright 

blue patches bordered by black 

on their underside. Females have 

much less coloring. 
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