
Five Kinds of Vertebrates  
By Cindy Grigg  

    

 
1     Vertebrates are all animals that have a backbone. 
Vertebrates are in the phylum Chordata. Chordates (or 
vertebrates) have internal skeletons called endoskeletons 
made of bone or cartilage. They each have a nerve cord 
that runs down their backs, known as a central nervous 
system. They have specialized body systems for the jobs 
of digestion, circulation, and respiration. The Chordata 
phylum is further divided into five classes. These five 
classes are fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and 
mammals. 
  
2     Fish (including sharks) make up the largest group of vertebrates. Nearly half of 
all vertebrates are fish. Fish have been swimming in Earth's water for more than 
five hundred million years- longer than any other kind of vertebrate has been on 
Earth. Fish are ectothermic animals, which means that they cannot control their 
body temperature internally. If they get cold, they move into warmer water. If they 
get too warm, they go into deeper water. We say they are "cold-blooded." Fish live 
in water. Fish have fins which are structures used for moving. Most fish get 
oxygen through gills and have scales as a body covering. Scales are thin, 
overlapping plates that cover the skin of fish. They are made of a hard substance 
like your fingernails. Fish have skeletons of bone or cartilage. Their circulatory 
system features a two-chambered heart. Most fish lay jelly-like eggs in water to 
reproduce. 
  
3     Amphibians (frogs, toad, and salamanders) are also cold-blooded, ectothermic 
animals. Their name comes from a word that means "double life." This refers to 
their life cycle that is partly spent in the water, breathing with gills, and partly 
spent on land, breathing with lungs. Most amphibians lay jelly-like eggs in water. 
The larvae that hatch swim and have gills for breathing. As they undergo 
metamorphosis and become adults, most amphibians acquire lungs and lose their 
gills. Adult amphibians also get oxygen through their thin, moist skin. They do not 
have scales. Their circulatory system uses a three-chambered heart. Amphibians 
were the first vertebrates to live on land. 
  
4     Reptiles (snakes, lizards, alligators) are ectothermic animals. They use the 
environment to regulate their body temperatures. When they are cold, they move 
into the sunlight to warm. When it is too hot outside, they find shade or dig 
underground where it is cooler. They breathe air through lungs. Unlike 



amphibians, reptiles can spend their whole life-cycles on land. Their bodies are 
covered with scales. They reproduce by laying eggs. Unlike amphibians' eggs, 
reptiles' eggs have soft, leathery shells that keep them from drying out. They also 
have three-chambered hearts. 
  
5     Birds are endothermic animals. We say they are "warm-blooded." They can 
control their body temperatures internally. If you touch them, their body feels 
warmer than the environment. Because of this, they can survive in a wide variety 
of climates and habitats. Birds can be found on land, water, and in the air. Birds 
have feathers that probably evolved from reptiles' scales. Both feathers and reptile 
scales are made of the same substance. Birds' feet are covered with scales. Birds 
breathe with lungs. They have adapted their bodies for flying by having light-
weight, hollow bones and large chest muscles to move their wings. Their 
circulatory system has an efficient four-chambered heart. They reproduce by laying 
hard-shelled eggs. 
  
6     The fifth class of vertebrates is mammals (whales, furry animals, and people). 
Mammals are warm-blooded, or endothermic, animals. They have hair or fur at 
some point in their life cycle. Their hair grows out of soft skin that is their body 
covering. They give birth to live young. Mothers feed their young with milk from 
their bodies. In fact, this is the main identifying characteristic of mammals. The 
name "mammal" comes from the mammary glands only mammals have that 
produce milk. Their circulatory system also has a four-chambered heart. 
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Five Kinds of Vertebrates 

 
1.   What was the first kind of vertebrate 

to exist on Earth? 
  Amphibians 
  Birds 
  Mammals 
  Fish 

 

2.   What does ectothermic mean? 
  Having a two-chambered heart 
  Having a four-chambered heart 
  Cold-blooded 
  Warm-blooded 

 

3.   Which three types of vertebrates are 
ectothermic? 

 
 

 
 

 

4.   Which two types of vertebrates are 
endothermic? 

 
 

 
 

 

5.   What was the first vertebrate to live 
on land? 

  Mammals 
  Birds 
  Fish 
  Amphibians 

 

6.   Which two types of vertebrates have 
hearts with three chambers? 

 
 

 
 

 

7.   Birds and mammals are alike in two 
ways. They both have four-
chambered hearts and: 

  Give birth to live young 
  Are cold-blooded (ectothermic) 
  Feed their young with milk 
  Are warm-blooded 

(endothermic) 
 

8.   Birds probably evolved from which 
other vertebrate? 

  Amphibians 
  Reptiles 
  Mammals 
  Fish 

 

	  


