
 Station 3: Oyster Communities 
Investigate an oyster bar community to 
learn about oysters and the habitat oyster 
shells provide for many kinds of organisms 
  
  

 
 
Background 
 
The habitat of animals that live at the bottom of a body of water is called a benthic community.  
Several conditions affect this habitat.  These include, but are not limited to, the depth, tidal 
current, salinity, sedimentation, temperature, amount of dissolved oxygen, and nutrient levels. 
 
The animals that live at the bottom are called benthic organisms. An oyster bar is an example 
of a benthic community. It includes oysters, bryozoans, and barnacles, as well as worms, crabs, 
anemones, amphipods, crabs and fish. The oyster basket at this station mimics a benthic oyster 
community and contains many of the organisms found on a Chesapeake Bay oyster bar. 
  

Key Points to Emphasize 
 

 Live oysters serve as filtration factories to help keep the Bay clean by removing excess 
plankton, which causes cloudiness and blocks sunlight to other aquatic life. 
 

 An oyster bar is a diverse and dynamic community that provides protection, food, and a 
stable habitat for many other organisms including sessile animals, crustaceans, fish, and 
worms. 
 

 Empty oyster shells provide an apartment-like complex for a host of other organisms. 
  

Activity Goals 
  
After this activity, the student should be able to: 
 

 Define the terms habitat and community 
 

 Identify at least four animals that live within an 
oyster bar community 
 

 Recognize that an oyster bar provides habitat for 
a diversity of coexisting organisms 
 

 Understand the importance of the oyster bar 
community to the health and condition of the Bay. 

 



Procedure 
 
Activity leaders should become familiar with all the steps before student participation.  Be sure 
to refer to the pages after the Oyster Community vocabulary list (page 25) for creatures 
commonly found in the oyster baskets. 
  
1. SERC staff (most often) will set-up this activity, however 

before the students arrive check to be sure: 

 Each of the two large clear bins is filled with 2 inches 
of water (1 and 2 pictured right) 

 

 Small containers are filled with water (3 pictured right) 
 

 Put the basket full of oyster shells into one of the 
large bins (1 pictured right). 

  
2. Greet the students before they approach the table and review with them the background 

information and the key points.   
 

3. Move to the tables and open the oyster shell basket. 
   

Students should: 
 

 Carefully take oyster shells out of the basket. 
 

 Look for organisms on the shells, put the organisms into small containers with 
each species in a separate container (3 in diagram), and then place the shells into the 
second large bin (2 in diagram). 

 

 Identify the organisms using the information board. 
 

 Place the basket on top of the large bin (1 in diagram) after all the shells have been 
removed. 

 

 Use hand nets to scoop along the bottom of the large empty bin that held the 
oysters to find any remaining organisms, and place these into the appropriate small 
containers. 

 

 Tally and record on the data sheet the types and numbers of organisms found. 
 
4. When a group has finished, have the students help place the 

oyster shells back into oyster basket and then carefully put 
all the organisms back into the basket on top of the shells.  

 
5. You should repeat the same procedure at each rotation.  
      At the end of your activity rotations, leave the station as               

you found it. 
  

 



Questions to Ask Students about Oyster Communities  

  
As the students observe the basket, ask:  
  
1. Do you see any motion?  
  

 Oysters, the large-shelled bivalves, and barnacles, the animals with cone-shaped shells, 
are sessile animals, and, therefore, remain in one place throughout their adult lives. 
However, oysters and barnacles do move their bodies within their shells. They feed by 
filtering plankton.   
 

 An oyster siphons water through its body and can filter fifty gallons of water each day.  
 

 A barnacle waves its specialized “foot” in the current to get food into its mouth.      
    

 Both organisms will pull back into their shells if threatened or if the tide goes out and 
leaves them exposed to air.  

 

 The oyster community also has other animals moving within it, like worms and 
amphipods.   

  
2. Are the oysters out of their shells? Why are they inside or outside of their shells? 
  
Animals such as oysters and barnacles withdraw into their shells to preserve water during times 
such as low tide. Since the basket is out of the water, they are closed so they won’t dry out. 
  
3. Why should oyster shells be placed back into the Bay? 
  
Oyster shells form little apartment complexes in which many organisms live.  They create 
habitat. 

  
 

   
Vocabulary 

  
Benthic organism: An animal that lives at the bottom of a body of water. 
  
Habitat: An area where an organism lives. 
  
Oyster bar: A community of animals that reside in and among oysters on empty oyster shells. 
  
Community: A group of organisms that live in the same habitat 
  
Sessile: Not freely moving. 
  
 
 
 
 



Creatures Commonly Found in 
Oyster Baskets 

  
Bryozoans 
These minute, tentacle-bearing, moss-like animals, form colonies 
permanently attached to rocks, pilings, ropes, etc.  Individual 
bryozoans are microscopic, but colonies appear as a soft, fuzzy, 
greenish-brown layer, and can be mistaken for algae.  Bryozoans are 
filter feeders. 
  
   

White-fingered mud crab 
Unlike its larger relative the blue crab, the mud crab does not have 
swim paddles.  Its legs are suited only for walking along the bottom. 
The color of its claws explains the reasons for its name. The white-
fingered mud crab and the blue crab are usually the only kinds of 
crabs we find in the Rhode River. 
  
  
Amphipods 
These small, segmented animals are crustaceans like the crab and 
shrimp. They have a hard skeleton on the outside. They have narrow 
bodies and arched backs and are shaped like little shrimp. 
Amphipods live in a wide range of habitats. They are sometimes 
planktonic and feed at the surface, but they can also be found living 
among bryozoans or seaweed and under rocks. 
  
  
Mussel 
The mussel has a characteristic bivalve shell hinged at the back. 
Mussels are filter feeders and attach to rocks, shells and other hard 
surfaces.  
  
   
Sea anemones 

Anemones are small, sessile animals that attach to a rock, piece of 
wood, or a shell by a suction cuplike disk. They have a soft, column-
like body with tentacles encircling the mouth like petals on a flower. 
Anemones have the ability to contract and withdraw their tentacles 
when disturbed. They catch their prey by stinging them with their 
tentacles. 

  

 
 
 
 



 Comb Jellies 

Also called sea walnuts, these are not really jellyfish. They are jelly-
like, transparent, pear-shaped animals with no stinging tentacles. 
Their presence is more obvious at night since they glow 
(bioluminescent) if disturbed. 
 
 
Barnacles 
These are crustaceans that are permanently fixed to rocks, pilings, 
ship bottoms, and many other hard substrates. A barnacle shell has 
what resembles a pair of doors that cover the opening at the top. Its 
feather-like foot emerges from the doors when it feeds.  
  
  
Grass Shrimp 
Grass shrimp are small, translucent animals common to the bottom 
of shallow waters. Their nearly translucent bodies make them difficult 
to see. They can be observed 'hopping' in the oyster bin. 
 
American Eel  
The American Eel is less common in the oyster baskets, but is very 
obvious to spot. The size depends mostly on the age. American Eels 
lay their eggs in the Sargasso Sea, causing larvae to float until they 
grow into “glass eels” which swim towards fresher water, like the 
waters of the Chesapeake Bay rivers. They spend most of their life 
here, until they travel back to the Sargasso to spawn and lay eggs. 
  
  
FISH 
 
Naked goby 
Usually between 25 mm and 60 mm long, these fish can live in fresh 
and salt water. A naked goby can be identified by its eyes, which are 
close together on top of its head. It has two separate dorsal fins on 
top of its body, and its pelvic fins are located sideways to help the 
fish sit on shells. Gobies lay their eggs in oyster shells, and the male 
fish guards the eggs until they hatch. Gobies eat small worms and 
crustaceans. 
  
  
Blenny 
Blennies have deep, broad heads, single dorsal fins and their pelvic 
fins are not shaped like suction cups. They grow up to 100 mm in 
length. They lay their eggs as gobies do. Blennies eat small 
crustaceans, small mollusks (shelled animals such as clams and 
oysters), and insect larvae.  

  
  
 



Clingfish 
Clingfish, also called skillet fish, are shaped like a skillet.  They have 
broad, flat heads and narrow bodies. Their eyes are small and widely 
spaced on their heads. They have pelvic fins that are shaped into 
suction cups. They lay their eggs in dead oyster shells. Clingfish, 
which may grow to be 60 mm, are brownish in color and resemble 
the sediments and shells in the environment in which they live. They 
eat small crustaceans. 
  
WORMS 
  
Clam worm   
These worms are red in color and have feet-like structures called 
pseudopodia (pseudo = false, podia = feet) that help them to move. 
They eat amphipods, other worms, and algae. 
  
   
Nematodes These worms are very small and bright orange in color. 
They can be found in many different habitats including an oyster bar. 
They resemble the clam worm, but are often thinner, and do not 
have the pseudopodia found on the clam worms. 

  

  
Oyster mud tube worm These worms bore into shells and build 
mud-covered tubes for their homes. They are flat with distinct 
segments, and what appear to be small legs along the length of their 
bodies.  

  

  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


