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WHAT ARE ANIMALS?


Animals are so familiar. We see them every day 


– birds flying overhead, cats prowling the streets, 


insects fluttering in bushes – but do we really 


know what animals are and how they live? 


What makes an animal an ‘animal’? 


       Animals eat other living things



        Some animals eat plants and are known  


  as herbivores, and some eat other animals  


   and are called carnivores. The omnivores  


eat a bit of both.


Animals can move around


Animals can walk, run, jump, glide, fly 


and swim. Some, such as coral and 


mussels, move around when they are 


young but stay put when they are older.
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A world of animals


There are about 1.5 million 


types of animal described by 


science, of which a million are 


insects. There could be another 


5.5 million animals waiting to be 


discovered and classified.


Animals have sensory cells 


They can see, hear, taste and touch things, 


although not all animals have all of these 


senses. Most also have nerves that connect  


the senses with the muscles. Many have    


a brain to control what’s going on in     


different parts of the body.


Most animals breathe in oxygen   


and give out carbon dioxide 


Most land animals have lungs, and most    


sea and freshwater animals have gills.


Pacific giant 


octopus
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GET YOUR ANIMALS IN ORDER!


FAMILY


SPECIES


GENUS


Scientists are organised people! They gather 


together the different types of animal that share 


similar features and place them in groups. Each 


group is given a name that describes some of the 


features shared by the group. The meaning of 


‘arthropod’, for example, is ‘jointed foot’, referring 


to how the hard outside skeleton of insects and 


spiders is clearly divided into segments, including 


their jointed legs. By classifying them in an ordered 


fashion, scientists can write and talk about all 


the known species in the animal kingdom without 


getting them mixed up.


Vertebrates and invertebrates


The animal kingdom can also be divided 


into two large groups: invertebrates 


(animals without backbones) and 


vertebrates (animals with a backbone). 


Invertebrates include about 30 major 


groups, such as sponges, molluscs and 


arthropods. Vertebrates consist of five 


major groups: mammals, birds, reptiles, 


amphibians and fish.


Species


The basic animal grouping is species, identified 


by two names in Latin or Greek - the genus and 


specific names - and written in italics. An example is 


Homo (genus) sapiens (specific), the scientific name 



for modern people, which means ‘wise human’.


Family


Species are grouped together into 


families. Humans join the other great 



apes – chimpanzees, bonobos, gorillas, 


and orangutans – in the family Hominidae.
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Order


Families are grouped into orders. The 


apes, including us, unite with monkeys, 


lemurs, bush babies and lorises in the 


order Primates.


Class


Orders are grouped into classes. The 


primates, together with cats, wolves, 


whales, platypuses and a whole host of 


animals that have fur and suckle their 


young are grouped together in the class 


Mammalia.


Phylum


Classes are grouped into phyla 



(singular: phylum). Our human 



phylum is the Chordata, animals that 


at some time during their life cycle 


have a rod of cartilage supporting 


the back, which eventually develops 


into a backbone.


Kingdom


Phyla are grouped into kingdoms. We are in the animal kingdom. 


The number of kingdoms has varied down the ages, but scientists 


today generally recognise that there are six kingdoms – Animals, 
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