
Phylum Echinodermata 

The echinoderms have spiny skin, and that is where they get their name (echin=spiny, 
derm=skin). Although the members of this phylum may look very different from each 
other, they all have body shapes that are radially symmetrical. This means that you can 
look at them a certain way, and they will look round or have parts that originate from a 
central point. 

Echinoderms also have unique "plumbing" in the form of a water vascular system. This 
is a series of tubes in their body through which water flows. Many echinoderms have 
tube feet that act as suction cups. As the water squirts in and out of different tubes, it 
allows the animal to move, eat, and defend itself. 

Class Crinoidea contains sea lilies. Sea lilies are also called feather stars. They usually 
live in deeper water, but some kinds may be found along the reef. They may look like 
flowers with their upturned mouths and radiating arms perched upon a stalk (cirri) . 
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Class Echinoidea contains the sea urchins. Sea urchins are active at night (nocturnal). 
They feed on algae that grows on rocks and coral. 

Pencil Urchin Long-Spined Sea Urchin 

The skeleton of a sea urchin is made up of calcium-carbonate. It is called a test. Broken 
tests of sea urchins are common along the beach. 
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Class Asteroidea contains the starfish or seastars. These familiar organisms exhibit a 
wide variety of shapes. The crown-of-thorns starfish eats coral and destroys reefs. It 
sometimes undergoes mysterious population explosions. 

Cushion Star Crown-of Thorns 

Blue Seastar 
Biscuit Star 

Class Ophiuroidea contains the brittle stars and basket stars. Their arms surround a 
central, rounded disk. Brittle stars are very common along the shallow coral reef. During 
the day, you may see their arms sticking out from under rocks. They are active at night 
(nocturnal). They feed on plankton and detritus (nutrients) suspended in the water. They 
catch their food with their long arms. 

Brittle Star 
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Class Holothuriodidea contains the sea cucumbers. These look the least like the other 
groups of echinoderms. Sea cucumbers can be found in the sand where they feed on 
detritus. Detritus is organic material such as bacteria and small organisms that live in 
the sand. Once the sand passes through the sea cucumber, it is cleaner. Sea 
cucumbers are important because they are like the "vacuum cleaners" of the sandy 
bottom, keeping it clean. 

Sea Cucumbers 

Echinoderm Review Questions 

1. What does the name Echinoderm mean? 

2. Name at least two kinds of starfish/seastars. 

3. What is the name of the Class that starfish/seastars belong to? 

4. What is the name of the starfish/seastar that eats coral and destroys coral reefs? 
5. 

6. What is another name for sea lilies? _ 

7. When are sea urchins and brittle stars active? 

8. What is the name of the Class that sea urchins belong to? 

9. What is the skeleton of a sea urchin called? _ 

10. Why are sea cucumbers important? 

11. What is the name of the Class that sea cucumbers belong to? 
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Life Cycle of the Crown of Thorns Starfish 

Male and female starfish spawn by getting into arching positions and releasing their 
eggs and sperm into the water from the surface of their skin. Females can release up to 
100 million eggs in one year. 

Adults Spawning 
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Between 14 and 28 days, the larvae become settlers on the coral reef. The settlers feed 
on coralline algae (hard algae). The settlers soon change into small starfish with five 
arms. These young juvenile starfish are food for crabs, shrimp, worms, and fish. 

. Young JuvenileSettler 

As the young juvenile grows into a juvenile, it gradually adds more arms. At about 4 to 6 
months, the juveniles stop eating algae and start to feed on coral. Before the starfish 
starts to eat coral, it is only the size of a nickel. In just about 2 years, it will grow to the 
size of a dinner plate, (25 to 35cm in diameter)! 

~, 

Young Juvenile , Adult 

Adults have many spines and contain poison. They have very few predators. However, 
the predators are no match for their numbers. 
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