
What is an Aquatic Invertebrate?
Aquatic means something that relates to water and an invertebrate is an animal lacking a 
backbone (that has no vertebra). This means that an aquatic invertebrate is an animal with 
no backbone that lives in the water.

Instead of a backbone invertebrates 
have an exoskeleton which means 
that their skeleton is outside their 
body and not inside like ours.

Above, you can see a cicada that is 
moulting (shedding its exoskeleton) 
from its nymph form (a nymph is an 
immature stage of an invertebrate). 
While cicadas are invertebrates they 
are not aquatic. 

The opposite of an invertebrate 
is called a vertebrate. The best 
example of a vertebrate is 
someone who is reading this text 
right now! Yes I’m talking about 
you! Humans are vertebrates as 
well as fish, frogs, dogs, birds, 
and many more. 

Can you name some invertebrates?

Which of these are invertebrates?

Snail SnakeEarthworm

A: Both earthworms and snails are invertebrates



Invertebrate Anatomy



How to ID Aquatic Invertebrates
Now that you understand what an aquatic invertebrate is you are ready to learn how to 
identify (ID) aquatic invertebrate like scientists do! 

First of all, you will need to learn how to use a 
key. Keys consist of a series of choices that lead 
the user to the correct name of a given item. 

Keys always give you choices at each step, 
one of which will fit your specimen and 
the other(s) will not. The option that fits 
the best will bring you to more options, 
one of which will fit your specimen again. 
You will follow the choices up until there 
is only one choice, which is the identity 
of the specimen you are trying to ID. 

Want to try and ID this aquatic 
invertebrate? Go on next page!
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Step by Step
By following the steps on the left side of the key, you should find that our specimen is a 
Damselfly larvae because it has (1.) obvious legs, (2.) 3 pairs of legs, (3.) no wings, (4. and 
5.) 3 tails appendages that are (6.) feathery.



Can You Name Them All?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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14.

15.

Following this page, you will find our 2 page key to ID aquatic invertebrates and 15 unknown 
aquatic invertebrates* that we need you to ID for us. Use the key, follow each step (don’t 
look only at the pictures, that is not how you should use a key!) and ID all of them.

*All 15 invertebrate images are by Macroinvertebrates.org and are licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 
4.0 International License.

Answers are available on our website at https://bit.ly/RIOutsideIN along with many more 
activities! You should go and take a look!




































