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3 Life in the Ocean
Exploring the Oceans 

Name Class Date

CHAPTER 13

After you read this section, you should be able to answer 
these questions:

• What are plankton, nekton, and benthos?

• What are two kinds of marine environments?

What Are Three Groups of Marine Life?
Studying the organisms that live in the ocean can be dif-

ficult for scientists because the ocean is so large. There are 
probably many kinds of marine, or ocean-dwelling, organ-
isms that scientists have not discovered yet. There are many 
other marine organisms that scientists know little about. 

In order to make studying marine organisms easier, 
scientists classify them into three main groups. The 
groups are based on where the organisms live and how 
they move. The three groups of marine life are plankton, 
nekton, and benthos. 

Plankton are organisms that float or drift near the ocean’s 
surface. Most plankton are very tiny. Plankton that can make 
their own food like plants are called phytoplankton. Plankton 
that cannot make their own food are called zooplankton.

Organisms that actively swim in the open ocean are 
called nekton. Kinds of nekton include mammals, such 
as whales and dolphins, and many kinds of fish. 

Benthos are organisms that live on or in the ocean 
floor. Some types of benthos are crabs, coral, and clams. 

Zooplankton

Phytoplankton

Nekton

Benthos

BEFORE YOU READ

STUDY TIP
Describe As you read this 
section, draw a diagram of 
the ocean. Show the benthic 
and pelagic environments 
and label the zones that make 
up these environments.

Say It
Learn New Words Use a 
dictionary to look up words 
that start with the prefi xes 
phyto- and zoo-. Discuss the 
words and their defi nitions 
in a small group. Together, 
try to fi gure out what the two 
prefi xes mean.

TAKE A LOOK 
1. Identify What are three 
groups of marine life?
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Life in the Ocean continued

Where Do Benthos Live?
The bottom area of the ocean is called the benthic

environment. This environment includes the ocean floor 
and the area near it. It also includes the benthos, the 
organisms that live on or in the ocean floor. Scientists 
divide the benthic environment into five zones based on 
the organisms that live in each zone. These zones are the 
intertidal zone, the sublittoral zone, the bathyal zone, the 
abyssal zone, and the hadal zone. 

THE INTERTIDAL ZONE
The intertidal zone is the shallowest benthic zone. It 

is located on the beach between the low-tide and high-
tide limits. At high tide, the intertidal zone is covered 
with ocean water. At low tide, the zone is exposed to the 
air and sun. Therefore, organisms in the intertidal zone 
are adapted to living both underwater and out of the 
water. Organisms in the intertidal zone must also protect 
themselves from crashing waves. 

The organisms in the intertidal zone have different 
adaptations. Some organisms, such as starfish, attach 
themselves to rocks to avoid being washed away. Other 
organisms, such as clams, have hard shells to protect 
them from strong waves and sunlight. Some animals can 
burrow into the sand or between rocks to avoid drying 
out. Some plants have strong, rootlike structures called 
holdfasts that help to keep the plants from washing away.

Intertidal zoneOrganisms such as sea anemones and 
starfi sh attach themselves to rocks and reefs. 
These organisms must be able to survive 
both wet and dry conditions.

READING CHECK

2. Defi ne What is the 
benthic environment?

READING CHECK

3. Identify Where is the 
intertidal zone found?

TAKE A LOOK 
4. Identify How do sea 
anemones and starfi sh 
prevent themselves from 
being washed away?
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Life in the Ocean continued

THE SUBLITTORAL ZONE
The sublittoral zone begins where the intertidal zone 

ends—at the low-tide limit. The sublittoral zone ends at 
the edge of the continental shelf, about 200 m below sea 
level. The environment in this zone is more constant than 
in the intertidal zone. Organisms here are always covered 
by water. The water temperature, water pressure, and 
sunlight stay fairly constant. The kind of sediment on the 
ocean floor affects where organisms live in this zone.

Sublittoral zone

Corals can live in both the sublittoral and the intertidal zone. 
However, they are most common in the sublittoral zone.

THE BATHYAL ZONE
The bathyal zone extends from the edge of the conti-

nental shelf to the abyssal plain. It is between 200 m and 
4,000 m below sea level. Because sunlight does not reach 
most of this zone, very few plants live here. Animals that 
live in this zone include sponges, sea stars, and octopuses.

Octopuses are animals that are commonly found in the bathyal zone.

Bathyal zone

Math Focus
5. Convert How deep does 
the sublittoral zone extend 
in feet?
1 ft � 0.31 m

TAKE A LOOK 
6. Compare Give one 
difference between the 
sublittoral zone and the 
intertidal zone.

Critical Thinking
7. Infer Where do you think 
the animals living in the 
bathyal zone get their food 
if there are few plants in this 
zone?
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READING CHECK

8. Identify On what part of 
the ocean fl oor is the abyssal 
zone found?

TAKE A LOOK 
9. Defi ne What is a black 
smoker?

TAKE A LOOK 
10. Describe Where is the 
hadal zone located?

THE ABYSSAL ZONE
The abyssal zone is located on the abyssal plain. It can 

be as deep as 6,000 m below sea level. Most of the ocean 
floor lies in this zone, so it is the largest zone in the ocean. 
No plants and few other organisms live in the abyssal 
zone. The organisms that do live in this zone include crabs, 
sponges, and worms. Many of these animals live near hot-
water vents in the ocean floor called black smokers.

Abyssal zoneThese tube worms live near black 
smokers in the abyssal zone.

THE HADAL ZONE
The hadal zone is the deepest zone in the benthic 

environment. This zone is found in ocean trenches. It can 
be as deep as 11,000 m below sea level. It is completely 
dark, very cold, and has high water pressure. It is very 
difficult to study, so scientists do not know a lot about 
the hadal zone. Some organisms known to live in this 
zone are sponges, worms, and clams.

Hadal zone

These clams are some of the few organisms known to live in the 
hadal zone.
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Life in the Ocean continued

Where Do Plankton and Nekton Live?
The pelagic environment is the open ocean water 

that lies above the benthic environment. It is beyond the 
intertidal zone and above the abyssal zone. Plankton and 
nekton live in the pelagic environment. There are two 
main zones in the pelagic environment—the neritic zone 
and the oceanic zone. 

THE NERITIC ZONE
The neritic zone is the warm, shallow water that covers 

the continental shelf. Many marine organisms live here 
because this zone receives more sunlight than other ocean 
zones. The sunlight allows phytoplankton to grow. The 
phytoplankton provide food for many marine animals. 

Neritic zone
Many marine animals, including dolphins, 
live in the neritic zone.

THE OCEANIC ZONE
The oceanic zone is the water that covers the bathyal 

zone, abyssal zone, and hadal zone. The oceanic zone is 
colder and has higher water pressure than the neritic zone. 
Since the oceanic zone is so large, the animals living there 
may be very spread out. Some animals live in both the 
neritic zone and the oceanic zone. However, some strange 
animals live at the deepest part of the oceanic zone.

Oceanic zone

This angler fi sh lives in the deep parts of the oceanic zone. It 
uses the wormlike growth on its head as a lure to attract prey.

READING CHECK

11. Defi ne What is the 
pelagic environment?

TAKE A LOOK 
12. Describe Where is the 
neritic zone?

TAKE A LOOK 
13. Identify In what zone 
does the angler fi sh live?
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Section 3 Review 
SECTION VOCABULARY

benthic environment the region near the 
bottom of a pond, lake, or ocean

benthos organisms that live at the bottom of 
oceans or bodies of fresh water

nekton all organisms that swim actively in open 
water, independent of currents

pelagic environment in the ocean, the zone near 
the surface or at middle depths, beyond the 
sublittoral zone and above the abyssal zone

plankton the mass of mostly microscopic 
organisms that fl oat or drift freely in freshwater 
and marine environments

 1. Compare How are plankton different from nekton?

 2. Define What are the two ocean environments? In your own words, describe 
where each is located.

 3. Explain Why does the neritic zone contain the largest amount of marine life in the 
ocean?

 4. Explain Why don’t plants grow in the abyssal zone or the hadal zone?

 5. Identify What unique environmental conditions do organisms in the intertidal 
zone have to be adapted to?

 6. List What are the two zones in the pelagic environment?
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 8. It would be flat and uniform, without any 
mountains or valleys in it.

 9. a volcanic mountain on the sea floor

10. where tectonic plates are moving apart

11. An ocean trench is a deep depression in the 
ocean floor where a tectonic plate subducts.

12. Feature What it is Where it is found

Seamount an underwater 
volcano

at plate boundaries 
or in the middle of 
a plate

Abyssal plain fl at part of the 
ocean basin, 
covered in 
sediment

in the deep-ocean 
basins

Mid-ocean
ridge

long,
underwater
mountain chain

where plates move 
apart

Rift valley crack in the 
crust at a mid-
ocean ridge

where plates move 
apart

Review
 1. Scientists use underwater vessels, sonar, and 

satellite information to study the ocean floor.

 2. When plates move together, one plate sinks 
beneath another. This produces a large, deep 
trench in the ocean floor.

 3. Some comes from the land. Some is made 
of the remains of sea creatures that settle to 
the bottom when the creatures die.

 4. Tectonic plates move apart, creating tension. 
Cracks form in the crust. Melted rock rises 
through the cracks, cools, and hardens. The 
hardened rock forms the ridge.

SECTION 3 LIFE IN THE OCEAN
 1. plankton, nekton, benthos

 2. the ocean floor, the area near it, and the 
organisms that live there

 3. between the low-tide and high-tide limits

 4. They attach themselves to rocks.

 5. about 645 ft

 6. The sublittoral zone is always underwater.

 7. The animals eat other animals for food.

 8. the abyssal plain

 9. a hot-water vent in the ocean floor

10. in ocean trenches

11. the water above the benthic environment

12. above the continental shelf

13. oceanic zone

Review
 1. Plankton are organisms that float and drift 

freely near the ocean surface. Nekton are 
organisms that actively swim in the open ocean.

 2. The benthic environment is found at the 
bottom of the ocean. It includes the animals 
living near, on, or in the ocean floor. The 
pelagic environment is found near the ocean 
surface and in the open and deep-ocean water.

 3. It gets more sunlight than any other zone, 
so many phytoplankton can grow. These 
phytoplankton act as food for other marine 
organisms in this zone.

 4. No sunlight reaches these zones.

 5. Sometimes the zone is underwater, and 
sometimes it is not. The organisms in this 
zone must be able to survive dry and wet 
conditions, as well as crashing waves.

 6. neritic zone, oceanic zone

SECTION 4 RESOURCES FROM THE OCEAN
 1. Fish are a renewable resource because they 

can usually reproduce faster than we hunt 
them. If we hunt them too quickly, they are a 
nonrenewable resource.

 2. removing salt from sea water

 3. Most places are not close enough to the 
ocean to use tidal power.

 4. the tides cannot be used up

 5. for energy and to make plastics

 6. They form deep underwater.

Review
 1. fish, seaweed

 2. Desalination is a method people use to make 
fresh water from ocean water.

 3. Water enters a bay behind a dam as the tide 
rises. When high tide reaches its peak, the 
gate closes. The gate remains closed as the 
tide falls. The gate opens at low tide, and 
water rushes through the dam. This moves 
the turbines to generate electricity.

 4. iron, copper, manganese, phosphorus, nickel

 5. water, minerals, oil, tides

 6. People consume more fish than can be 
harvested from the oceans without causing 
fish to become too scarce. By farming the 
fish, people ensure a supply of fish without 
reducing wild populations too much.




