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Animal Classification: Understanding the Six Major 
Animal Groups 

Animals are classified into six major groups based on their characteristics: mammals, birds, 
reptiles, amphibians, fish, and insects. This classification system is known as taxonomy, the 
scientific method used to organize living organisms based on shared traits. Taxonomy helps 
scientists understand how different species are related and the diversity of life on Earth. The 
classification of animals is based on various factors such as body covering, reproduction, and 
body temperature regulation, which allow each group to thrive in its specific environment. 

What Are the Six Major Animal Groups? 

1. Mammals: Mammals are a group of animals that have characteristics which distinguish 
them from other animal groups. They are warm-blooded vertebrates, meaning they 
maintain a constant body temperature, regardless of their environment. 

o Body covering: All mammals have hair or fur at some point in their life cycle. 
o Reproduction: Most mammals give birth to live young (as opposed to laying 

eggs). Some, like marsupials, carry their young in pouches after birth. 
o Milk production: Female mammals produce milk to feed their babies, which is a 

defining feature of the group. 
o Vertebrates: Mammals have a backbone (spinal column) and an internal 

skeleton. 
o Warm-blooded: They regulate their body temperature internally, keeping it 

constant regardless of the surrounding environment. 
o Respiration: Mammals have lungs and breathe air. 

Mammals include animals such as humans, dogs, lions, and whales. One interesting 
example is the bat, which is the only mammal capable of true flight. 

 

http://www.innovatewithmrbarbado.com/
https://www.youtube.com/@STEMClub-z7l


www.innovatewithmrbarbado.com                                          https://www.youtube.com/@STEMClub-z7l  

2. Birds: Birds are a group of warm-blooded vertebrates that have unique adaptations for 
flight. While most birds can fly, some have lost this ability. 

o Body covering: Birds are covered in feathers, which are essential for flight and 
insulation. 

o Reproduction: Birds lay hard-shelled eggs, which provide protection for the 
developing embryo. 

o Wings: Birds have wings, and most species are capable of flight. However, some 
birds, such as penguins, have lost the ability to fly and instead are adapted for 
swimming. 

o Beaks: Birds have beaks or bills instead of teeth, which are adapted to their 
feeding habits. 

o Vertebrates: Like mammals, birds have a backbone. 
o Warm-blooded: Birds also regulate their body temperature and maintain a 

constant internal temperature. 

Notable examples of birds include eagles, parrots, and ducks. A fun fact is that the 
ostrich is the largest bird and can run up to 60 miles per hour! 

 

3. Reptiles: Reptiles are cold-blooded vertebrates that have adapted to living on land. 
Unlike mammals and birds, reptiles do not have internal mechanisms for regulating body 
temperature and must rely on external heat sources to warm up.  

o Body covering: Reptiles have scales or scaly skin, which helps to prevent water 
loss and provides protection. 
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o Reproduction: Most reptiles lay soft-shelled eggs on land, though some species 
give birth to live young. The eggs are leathery, not hard like bird eggs. 

o Breathing: Reptiles breathe through lungs, and they have a highly developed 
respiratory system. 

o Cold-blooded: Reptiles' body temperature fluctuates with the temperature of 
their environment. 

o Vertebrates: Reptiles have a backbone. 

Examples of reptiles include snakes, turtles, and crocodiles. Fun fact: Crocodiles have 
existed since the time of dinosaurs! 

 

4. Amphibians: Amphibians are vertebrates that live both in water and on land, with a life 
cycle that typically involves metamorphosis, a process of transformation from one stage 
to another. 

o Body covering: Amphibians have moist, smooth skin, which allows for gas 
exchange and moisture absorption. 

o Reproduction: Most amphibians lay jelly-like eggs in water. These eggs do not 
have hard shells and are dependent on the aquatic environment for survival. 

o Metamorphosis: Amphibians undergo metamorphosis: for example, tadpoles 
begin life in water, breathing through gills, and later develop lungs for breathing 
air when they transform into adult frogs. 

o Cold-blooded: Amphibians' body temperature depends on their surroundings, 
making them cold-blooded. 
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o Vertebrates: Amphibians have a backbone and an internal skeleton. 

Examples of amphibians include frogs, salamanders, and newts. Some frogs have the 
incredible ability to freeze solid during the winter and thaw out in the spring! 

 

5. Fish: Fish are cold-blooded vertebrates that live in water, including oceans, lakes, rivers, 
and streams. They are the most diverse group of vertebrates. 

o Body covering: Fish are covered in scales, which provide protection and reduce 
water resistance. 

o Respiration: Fish breathe through gills, which allow them to extract oxygen from 
water. 

o Reproduction: Most fish lay soft eggs in water, although some species give birth 
to live young. 

o Fins: Fish have fins for swimming, which help them maneuver and maintain 
stability in the water. 

o Cold-blooded: Fish cannot regulate their body temperature, so their temperature 
fluctuates with the environment. 

o Vertebrates: Like other vertebrates, fish have a backbone. 

Notable examples of fish include sharks, salmon, and goldfish. Some fish, like lungfish, 
are capable of surviving out of water for extended periods! 
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6. Insects: Insects are cold-blooded invertebrates (they do not have a backbone) and are 
the largest group of animals on Earth. 

o Body structure: Insects have three distinct body parts: head, thorax, and 
abdomen. 

o Legs: Insects have six legs, which are attached to the thorax. 
o Antennae: Most insects have antennae, which they use for sensing their 

environment. 
o Exoskeleton: Insects have an exoskeleton, a hard outer covering that protects 

their body. 
o Metamorphosis: Insects undergo metamorphosis (a developmental process), with 

some species changing from larvae to adults. 
o Reproduction: Insects lay eggs, and some species go through a complete 

metamorphosis (egg → larva → pupa → adult). 

Examples of insects include butterflies, ants, and beetles. Fun fact: Ants can carry objects 
50 times their body weight! 
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What is a Habitat? 

A habitat is the natural environment where an animal lives, providing everything the animal 
needs to survive, such as food, water, shelter, and space. Different animal groups are adapted to 
thrive in specific habitats. 

• Mammals can be found in forests, oceans, grasslands, and deserts. Their fur or fat helps 
keep them warm in colder habitats. 

• Birds live in various environments, from tropical rainforests to Arctic tundras. Their 
feathers help them fly and stay warm. 

• Reptiles are commonly found in warm regions like deserts and swamps. Their scaly skin 
helps retain moisture. 

• Amphibians require both water and land for their life cycle, laying eggs in water and 
spending part of their life on land. 

• Fish live in freshwater or saltwater habitats, using gills to extract oxygen from water. 
• Insects are found in nearly every habitat, from forests to cities, due to their adaptability. 

Why is This Important? 

Understanding animal classification and the characteristics that define each group is essential 
for learning how animals survive and how we can protect their habitats. When we care for the 
environment, we ensure that animals can thrive in their natural homes. 
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