
Nudibranchs—Splendid Sea Slugs 
View the video “Nudibranchs” to learn about the adaptations of nudibranchs—colorful sea slugs with  
a remarkable means of defense.

NudibraNchS
Watch it online at 
http://www.pbs.org/kqed/oceanadventures/video/nudibranchs 

Video length: 1 minute 52 seconds

backgrouNd iNformatioN
Nudibranchs are sea slugs. They are soft-bodied animals, and like 
clams, snails and squid, they are mollusks. Nudibranchs belong to 
phylum Mollusca, class Gastropoda, order Nudibranchia. Found 
in oceans all over the world, they range in size from .25 inch to 
longer than a foot. There are more than 3,000 known species of 
nudibranchs, and they come in all colors, from bright blue to pink  
to white with orange polka dots. 

Nudibranchs get their name from the feathery gills exposed on their 
backs. The word nudibranch actually means “naked gills.” The two 
most common groups of nudibranchs are the dorids and aeolids. 
Dorids have a circular tuft of gills on their back that can be withdrawn 
into their body. Aeolids have fingerlike projections, called cerata, 
that function as gills and are always exposed. Cerata also contain 
branches of the digestive tract.

To find food, nudibranchs use their rhinophores—organs that sense 
chemical signals in the water. Most dorid nudibranchs feed on 
sponges that contain unpleasant or toxic chemicals. The nudibranchs 
aren’t harmed by the chemicals, but instead incorporate them 
into their own bodies, making the nudibranchs taste as bad as the 
sponges. Some nudibranchs can also secrete these chemicals when 
disturbed. Aeolids, on the other hand, eat cnidarians, a group that 
includes anemones, corals, hydroids and jellies. Cnidarians have 
stinging cells, called nematocysts, which are used for defense. 
Aeolid nudibranchs have the amazing ability to consume cnidarians 
without causing the nematocysts to fire. Instead, the nematocysts 
get passed up to the tips of the nudibranchs’ cerata and stored, 
where they then work as the nudibranchs’ defense mechanism. 
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The nudibranchs’ bright contrasting colors advertise to potential 
predators that they are unpalatable. This is called warning coloration. 
Other animals, including flatworms and nontoxic nudibranchs, 
have evolved to mimic the colors of the nudibranchs in order to 
be left alone. In some cases, these colors, even bright ones, help 
nudibranchs hide by enabling them to camouflage perfectly with 
their sponge or anemone prey. Since nudibranchs have tiny eyes and 
most likely don’t see much besides light and dark, their colors are 
not so beneficial for attracting mates, unlike vertebrates. They are 
hermaphrodites—having both male and female sex organs—and can 
(and do) fertilize each other reciprocally.

Pre-viewiNg activity
Have students brainstorm a list of colorful animals (e.g., butterflies, 
birds, frogs, fish). Research and discuss why these animals are 
colorful. How do they benefit from having bright colors? Review 
with students what adaptation means and have them describe some 
adaptations of other animals.

viewiNg activity
Play the clip with the video turned off so that students only hear 
the narration. As they listen, have them write down notes about 
nudibranchs and develop an image in their mind about what a 
nudibranch might look like. After the clip is done playing, ask 
the students to each draw a quick sketch. Play the clip again, this 
time showing the video. Afterward, discuss if anything about the 
appearance of the nudibranchs was surprising. Let a few students 
share their drawings with the class.

focuS QueStioNS for viewiNg
• Where do nudibranchs get the toxins and stinging cells they have    
   in their bodies? from their prey
• How did nudibranchs get their name? they have feathery gills  
   located on their backs
• What does the word nudibranch mean? naked gills
• How many known species of nudibranchs are there in the world? 
   more than 3,000
• How does the Spanish shawl nudibranch get its color? from its prey
• What do the horn-like appendages, called rhinophores, do?  
   allow nudibranchs to sense chemicals in the water and find food
• What is special about the blue dragon nudibranch? 
   it captures and farms microscopic plants in its body
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PoSt-viewiNg activity
Discuss the answers to the focus questions. Also discuss why some 
nudibranchs are so colorful. Use the chart found at the following 
link to list and describe the adaptations of nudibranchs that were 
introduced in the video. 
http://www.pbs.org/kqed/oceanadventures/educators/pdf/Treasures-
Adaptation-Chart-Blank.pdf 
 

reLated reSourceS from Jean-Michel cousteau: 
ocean adventures
inside-out adaptations 
In this video-based lesson, students learn about the unique 
adaptations of another invertebrate—the sea star—and then 
research and develop a presentation on the adaptations of two  
other organisms. 
http://www.pbs.org/kqed/oceanadventures/educators/treasures/
adaptations-insideout.html 

Spectacular Squid
Students view the video “Squid Spawning” to learn about the short 
life of the opalescent squid and then further investigate the habitats 
and adaptations of squid and their relatives.
http://www.pbs.org/kqed/oceanadventures/educators/treasures/
spectacularsquid.html
 
adaptations—what a concept
Students investigate specific adaptations that allow pink river 
dolphins to survive in their freshwater environment, and they 
construct a concept map to compare and contrast pink river dolphins 
and marine dolphins.
http://www.pbs.org/kqed/oceanadventures/educators/amazon/
adaptations-concept.html

additioNaL reSourceS
Little animals: big bag of tricks, Nan criqui, Scripps institution  
of oceanography, university of california, San diego
http://aquarium.ucsd.edu/Education/Learning_Resources/ 
Voyager_for_Kids/nudibranch/

ocean habitats: the intertidal Zone, “american field guide,” 
oregon Public broadcasting
http://www.pbs.org/americanfieldguide/teachers/oceans/ 
oceans_sum.html 

Nudibranchs: marine Slugs with verve, dr. hans bertsch,  
the Slug Site
http://slugsite.us/bow/nudi_han.htm
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