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Film Overview 
 
In a captivating account of rescue and rehabilitation, A Dolphin’s Return introduces students to 

“Cutter,” a young Atlantic spotted dolphin found in a busy harbor in Key West—alone, 

dehydrated, and malnourished.  While only thirteen minutes long, the film is packed full with 

the spirit of human dedication, intervention, and commitment necessary for wildlife 

rehabilitation.   

 

The extraordinary Florida Keys landscape—both on land and in the water—undeniably helps to 

draw students’ attention to the efforts of marine mammal experts determined to rescue, 

rehabilitate, and release Cutter back to the wild.  The film follows this young dolphin’s recovery 

at the Marine Mammal Conservancy where he is slowly nursed back to health.  When Cutter is 

ready to return to the wild, scientists and volunteers transport him back to the ocean and 

release him among a pod of dolphins. Through Cutter’s story, students get a glimpse into the 

world of wildlife conservation and the role of science, partnerships, and technology in the 

everyday work of scientists and conservationists.   

 

Technology and teamwork play key roles in this rehabilitation effort—an effort that Dr. Denise 

Herzing of the Wild Dolphin Project says is increasingly necessary since many of the problems 

for wildlife are caused by human impacts.  Even though these scientists and researchers were 

left “…dangling with the outcome” having lost contact with Cutter almost immediately, all of 

them agree that their efforts were his best shot at survival in the wild.  

 

Since dolphins are sentinel species, they give clues about the health of our oceans.  This and 

other science-based concepts make this film and guide an excellent supplement to a study of 

the Florida Sunshine State Standards for Science, specifically on content standard topics such as 

scientific investigation, the processes and diversity of life, interactions between living organisms 

and their environments, and the impact of scientific knowledge and technology on 

communities, cultures and societies. 

Key Terminology 
 
Be sure that students are comfortable with these terms either before 

the film, or as part of discussion after the film.  If the students are 

doing writing prompts, provide these terms as a "word bank" to help 

guide their writing. 

 

age class, bycatch, carnivore, cetacean, ecotourism, 
emigration, equilibrium, histogram, immigration, marine 
mammal, pod, population, radio-tracking, rehabilitation, 
socialization, trophic interaction  
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National Standards Correlations 
 

Discussion Guide 
Element 
 

Unifying 

Concepts 

and 

Processes 

Science as 

Inquiry 

Science in 

Personal 

and Social 

Perspectives 

Life Science Science and  

Technology 
History and 

Nature of 

Science 

Discussion Question #1 ͻ ͻ ͻ ͻ  ͻ 

Discussion Question #2   ͻ ͻ  ͻ 

Discussion Question #3  ͻ ͻ ͻ  ͻ 

Discussion Question #4   ͻ ͻ  ͻ 

Activity 1: Evaluate  a  

Marine  Mammal  

Transport  System 

 

ͻ 
  ͻ 

 

Activity 2: Debate the 

Ethics of Captive Dolphin 

Facilities for 

Entertainment 

 

 

 ͻ  

ͻ 

 

State Science Standards Correlations 
 
Next Generation Sunshine State Standards 

Discussion Guide Element Standards Addressed 

Discussion Question #1 SC.912.L.17.1, SC.912.L.17.5, SC.912.L.17.6 

Discussion Question #2 SC.912.L.17.11, SC.912.L17.16, SC.912.E.6.6, 

SC.912.L.17.8, SC.912.L.17.12, SC.912.L.17.18, 

SC.912.L.17.20 

Discussion Question #3 SC.912.L.17.1, SC.912.L.17.5 

Discussion Question #4 SC.912.L.17.14, SC.912.L.17.16, SC.912.L.17.18, 

SC.912.L.17.20 

Activity 1: Evaluate  a  Marine  Mammal  

Transport  System 

SC.912.N.1.1,  SC.912.N.2.4, SC.912.N.3.5, 

SC.912.L.17.17 

Activity 2: Debate the Ethics of Captive 

Dolphin Facilities for Entertainment 

SC.912.N.4.1, SC.912.N.2.1 
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Discussion Questions/Writing Prompts  
 

Use the following questions as a springboard to stimulate classroom discussion or use them as writing 

prompts.  Either way, the goal is to foster discussion on the level of synthesis and analysis.  Below each 

question, you will find discussion prompts, background information, and details on common 

misconceptions. 

 

1. Cutter was first observed swimming alone at the Trumbo Point Naval Base in Key West. After 
repeated observations of Cutter swimming alone near the shore, scientists at the Marine 
Mammal Conservancy decided to rescue Cutter.  
 

a. Why were the scientists concerned about Cutter's condition? 
 
¾  Cutter is an Atlantic spotted dolphin (Stenella frontalis)—one of many species of 

dolphin that live in the Atlantic Ocean.  Dolphins, like most cetaceans, are social 

animals that travel in groups called pods.  

¾ Prompt students to infer why Cutter was alone rather than with a pod. Possible 

responses may include: disorientation resulting in separation from pod, injury, 

disease, or malnutrition (i.e., unable to keep up with others).    

¾ Students may also recall that the scientists observed physical signs of malnutrition 

and dehydration. 

 

b. What are some benefits of living in pods? 
 
¾  Prompt students to identify benefits of groups. Responses may include: 1) protection 

from predators, 2) improved hunting through cooperation, 3) access to mates 

 

c. Do you think Cutter could survive as a solitary animal? 
 
¾ Students should recognize that social behavior is an adaptive trait among dolphin 

species and the fitness of an individual animal is largely dependent upon social 

interaction. 

 

2. Human activities can lead to large-scale environmental impacts and directly or indirectly affect 
marine animal populations. Human impacts on dolphins include prey reduction through 
overfishing, destructive fishing methods, habitat disturbances, pollution, and underwater 
noise pollution.  
 

a) How can commercial fishing practices affect dolphins and other marine wildlife?      
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¾ Discuss fishing methods that are not selective for the desired catch.  Use of seine nets or 

longlines results in the capture of non-target species, called “bycatch.”  

¾ Remind students that various species of dolphin often swim with tuna and that seining 

for tuna is one of the main causes of dolphin mortality.  Longlines can deploy several 

miles of baited hooks that often attract sea turtles and dolphins.  While bycatch remains 

high, changes in fishing practices has reduced the non-target wildlife caught in their 

nets. 

¾ Prompt students to consider indirect effects of unsustainable fishery practices. Discuss 

predator-prey relationships and the impact of overfishing on trophic interactions.  

b) Consider the effects of a large-scale oil spill on marine life.  Based on your knowledge of 
dolphin behavior and physiology, in what ways might they be affected?   

¾ If necessary, remind students that dolphins breathe through a blowhole. Pose this 

question: Since dolphins must visit the surface for respiration, are they at increased risk 

of overexposure to oil?  

¾ Ask students to consider the implications of widespread decreases in marine plankton 

productivity due to large oil slicks. Lead a discussion on possible indirect impacts to 

dolphins with this scenario. 

 

3. The scientist on the boat seemed pleased that they found a group (pod) of about 20 dolphins 
composed of different age classes.  

 

a) Why do you think the wide-ranging age class structure was important to the scientist?  
 
¾ Explain that dolphins are social animals, 

which group in pods for hunting, mating, 

or protecting each other. A wide-ranging 

age class distribution indicates that this 

pod includes juveniles and adult females. 

Cutter is more likely to be accepted into 

this pod than a pod of adult males, which 

usually travel together as hunting pods.  

 

b) Pods represent subsets of a dolphin population.  When considering the population as a 
whole, what can age structure tell us about the status of a dolphin population?  
 
¾ If necessary, remind students that the interactions of birth, death, and migration 

cause populations to fluctuate.  

¾ By evaluating the percentage of the population in each age class, scientists can 

determine if a population is growing, declining, or generally stable. To illustrate this, 

present several age class histograms with contrasting distributions—large 

percentage of younger animals, large percentage of older animals, and a relatively 
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even age structure. Students should see that a population with proportionally higher 

numbers of young animals is likely a growing population. One with small numbers of 

young animals is likely a shrinking population. 

¾ Age class distributions also help scientists identify significant events in a population's 

history, such as poor reproductive years or widespread mortality from an 

environmental disturbance. Create a histogram with wide variation in age classes. 

Ask students to make inferences about this population. Lead a discussion to help 

students conclude that wide variations in percentages among age classes suggests 

strong influences of environmental factors on birth and death rates.  

 

4. In the film, Dr. Denise Herzing argues that humans have a responsibility to rescue and 
rehabilitate injured dolphins because humans are responsible for many of the problems dolphins 
face.  

 
a) Do you think the successful rescues, rehabilitations, and releases of dolphins have a 

significant impact on dolphin populations? Why or why not? What other benefits might 
come from rescue programs like the Wild Dolphin Project? 
 
¾ Lead a discussion or debate on the merits of rescue and rehabilitation programs. Ask 

students whether there is likely to be a meaningful impact on wild populations.  

Prompt students to identify ancillary benefits to rescue endeavors. 

¾ Other benefits include: public education and outreach, refinement of dolphin rescue 

and monitoring techniques, development of rescue networks, which can be deployed 

during major disasters (e.g., oil spills, mass strandings), contributions to scientific 

knowledge on dolphins. 

¾ Ask students to consider if the collective 

benefits of rescue programs clearly result 

in positive impacts on dolphin populations. 

 

b) In addition to rescue and rehabilitation programs, 
what else can humans do to help protect wild 
dolphin populations? Can you suggest actions for 
governments and conservation groups? 
 
¾ Ask students to consider known impacts to 

dolphins and propose regulations or campaigns that governments and conservation 

groups might implement. Possible responses include: 1) strengthen laws and 

increase enforcement on unsustainable harvest methods such as longlines and gill 

nets; 2) strengthen regulations on sources of marine pollution; 3) limit capture of 

wild dolphins for display in marine parks and other attractions (Note: Most U.S. 

marine parks adhere to strict regulations for captive wildlife); 4) promote guidelines 

and regulations against harassment of wild dolphins from viewing activities; 5) 
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promote educational and fund raising activities such as dolphin adoption programs; 

6) provide funding for research grants to encourage scientific endeavors into dolphin 

conservation. 

¾ Encourage students to read the United States Marine Mammal Protection Act 

(MMPA) of 1972. Provide a summary of the MMPA and lead a discussion on its 

importance in marine mammal conservation. 

Visit www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/mmpa_factsheet.pdf 
 

c) As the famous anthropologist 
Margaret Mead once said, "Never 
doubt that a small group of 
thoughtful committed citizens can 
change the world—indeed it is the 
only thing that ever has." What can 
individuals do to help protect wild 
dolphins? 
 
¾ Again, begin the discussion by 

reviewing known impacts caused by human activities then explore possible actions 

for individuals to minimize these impacts. Possible responses include: 1) 

Reduce/Reuse/Recycle—minimize human pollution in marine environments which 

can lead to dolphin illness and reduced food availability; 2) buy dolphin safe tuna 

and ask for it in restaurants; 3) limit use of pesticides and other chemicals that can 

accumulate in the environment; 4) volunteer for marine conservation programs; 5) 

become a member of a dolphin conservation society; 5) create a fund-raising event 

and donate proceeds to marine conservation programs.  

 

file:///Users/gapromac/Documents/A%20GAPRO%20Folder/GAPRO%20Clients/Schoolyard%20Films/A%20SYF%20SG%20WorkFlow%20for%20PBS/2%20SYF%20Meta%20Study%20Guides%20Stripped/6%20Study%20Guides%20ADR/../../../../AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/GQIOUJJP/www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/mmpa_factsheet.pdf
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Suggested Activities for Further Study  
 
Activity One:   Evaluate a Marine Mammal Transport System 
  

In this classroom activity, students will evaluate 

the dolphin transport system shown in the film 

and recommend or design improvements.  

Students will review existing information, 

gather and interpret data, pose questions and 

answers and generate justifiable explanations, 

and communicate results of their 

investigations.  The following link provides 

international guidelines for transporting whales 

and dolphins. Review these specifications to 

understand important factors to consider 

before moving dolphins or other cetaceans. 

www.cites.org/eng/resources/transport/mm4.shtml 

1. Discuss with the class as a whole, observations they made regarding the three stages of dolphin 

transport:  carrying a dolphin from a transport vehicle to the land facility and back, transporting 

the dolphin from one location to another, transferring the dolphin from land to a watercraft 

with a set up for release into the water.   

 

¾ Brainstorm regarding the format for evaluation.  This could be a checklist or a 

questionnaire. 

¾ Brainstorm which features should be prioritized to ensure that the transport system is 

effective without injury to the animal versus those features that may be optional. 

¾ Discuss potential safety and injury issues at different points of transport, e.g., sling 

openings for fins and eyeholes. 

Factor in the following: 

¾ How many support personnel are 

needed at each stage of transport? 

¾ What types of technology or equipment 

are in use or could be improved upon? 

Examples: computer models, water 

monitoring equipment for temperature, 

radio-tracking device with antenna, etc. 

¾ What is the weight capacity of the 

transport vehicle to include the animal, 

staff, and filled tank? 

 

http://www.cites.org/eng/resources/transport/mm4.shtml
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2. Split the class into groups to address each of the three transport stages.  Teams of students can 

be assigned to the sling for manual transport, the vehicle (including a tub within the transport 

van), and needs on a watercraft for returning animals into the wild. 

 

3. Set up a “specs” board on the bulletin board or wall, on which various specifications can be 

added. This information may be helpful to more than one group.  Alternatively, a central 

computer folder can be set up to share data acquired by different groups. 

 

4. Have students research the ranges of dolphin length and weight that must be accommodated.   

¾ Consider a “one size fits all” versus different sized units for sling, transport tub, boat 

release board. 

¾ Guide the students to consider elements that might make the dolphin comfortable, e.g., 

slings with holes for fins, eye holes, water availability 

 

Activity Two:  Debate the Ethics of Captive Dolphin Facilities for Entertainment  
 
In this classroom activity, students simulate a town hall meeting where they debate the pros and cons of 

opening a new swim-with-the-dolphins facility.  Students will debate the ethics of captive dolphin 

facilities for entertainment or eco-tourism. 

1. Establish the circumstances.  The following is one example.   

A small company in a coastal community is planning to open a swim-with-the-dolphins facility.  

After the sign goes up on the property, an animal rights organization writes a letter of protest to 

the local newspaper.  The opponents of the facility argue that dolphins become stressed by too 

much human interaction, are prevented from normal dolphin activity in the confined water 

tanks, and may be neglected in poorly managed facilities.  The town council invites the animal 

rights group and the owners of the facility to debate the reasons for and against the facility in a 

town hall meeting. 

2. Students research several existing facilities and learn how they are operated. 

 

¾ Discuss the difference between research facilities, rehabilitation facilities and 

entertainment facilities. 

 

¾ Specific topics of concern are: 

 

x Who cares for the dolphins? 

x What are their credentials? 

x Are scientists or veterinarians in favor of the facility? 

x What accommodations are provided for the animals? 

x How is the facility funded? 

x How are sick or injured animals cared for? 

x Who is allowed to swim with the dolphins and with how many? 

x What rules regulate this type of facility? 
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x What agency monitors the facility to see that it is being run properly and within 

government guidelines and regulations? 

x Is research conducted at the facility?  If so, are there papers published about 

their research?  Remind students that scientists communicate information with 

other scientists by submitting their findings in a scientific journal. 

 

3. Set up a mock town hall meeting in the classroom or in another forum at the school.  Allow the 

audience to vote whether or not the facility should be allowed to open. 

 

Internet Resources 

Spotted Dolphin Fact Sheet    

http://www.acsonline.org/factpack/SpottedDolphin.htm 

NOAA Atlantic Spotted Dolphin Fact Sheet 

http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/species/mammals/cetaceans/spotteddolphin_atlantic.htm 

Marine Mammal Protection Act                

http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/mmpa_factsheet.pdf 

Marine Mammal Conservancy       

http://marinemammalconservancy.org/ 

The Wild Dolphin Project             

http://www.wilddolphinproject.org/dev/index.php 

The Whale and Dolphin Conservation Society                 

http://www.wdcs-na.org/ 

Mote Marine Laboratory              

http://www.mote.org/ 

Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Response Program      

http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/health/  

Books 

Biology of Marine Mammals by John Reynolds, Smithsonian Institution Press, 1999 

Guide to Marine Mammals & Turtles of the U.S. Atlantic & Gulf of Mexico by Kate Wynne & Malia 

Schwartz, Rhode Island Sea Grant, 1999 

Sierra Club Handbook of Whales and Dolphins by Stephen Leatherwood &Randall Reeves, Random 

House, 1983 

http://www.acsonline.org/factpack/SpottedDolphin.htm
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/species/mammals/cetaceans/spotteddolphin_atlantic.htm
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/mmpa_factsheet.pdf
http://marinemammalconservancy.org/
http://www.wilddolphinproject.org/dev/index.php
http://www.wdcs-na.org/
http://www.mote.org/
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/health/
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