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Background Information


Diversity is the hallmark of life on earth.  Biologist have identified and named about 1.5 million species of living organisms.  This biological diversity is something to relish and preserve, but it can also be a bit overwhelming.  To make the diversity somewhat comprehensible, scientists have devised ways of grouping organisms that are similar.  A classification system has been created which consist of groupings that range from large groups of similar organisms (Kingdoms) and ending in small groups of very closely related organisms (Species). Every organism on the earth is given a seven-part name beginning with the Kingdom and ending in Species (Kingdom, Phylum, Class, Order, Family, Genus, Species). Species are those organisms that mate and successfully produce offspring. Taxonomy is the branch of biology concerned with naming and classifying organisms.


To classify organisms, scientists use a variety of characteristics.  These characteristics include structure, function, biochemistry, behavior, nutrition, embryonic development, genetic systems, cellular and molecular makeup, evolutionary histories, and ecological interactions.  The more constant the characteristic is the more valuable it is in determining classification.  For example, characteristics such as color and size of an organism may vary greatly, but skeletal structure, reproductive parts and internal anatomy are less variable and therefore better characteristics to use in grouping organisms.


For the second grade program we will examine only the Animal Kingdom with a majority of the focus on vertebrates, animals with backbones.  Some discussion will be given to the invertebrates, animals without backbones.  Vertebrates make up only 10% of the animals on the earth; where as invertebrates such as worms and insects make up the remaining 90%.  

Below, are characteristics that help to group vertebrates into classification groups. 

Kingdom   Animalia




Phylum   Chordata

Class

        Class
             Class
       Class

     Class

Mammals
      Birds
         Fish
           Reptiles
          Amphibians

hair

        feathers         
  scales                      scales                          damp skin

warm-blooded        warm-blooded        cold-blooded           cold-blooded                cold-blooded

mammary glands     hollow bones             gills                         lungs                young-gills, adults -lungs
live births
      eggs – shells    
eggs – no shells       eggs-leathery                eggs – no shells  
