Molluscs
Molluscs are a group of invertebrates known for their remarkable diversity—both sheer number of species as well as variety of form. In fact, molluscs come in so many different shapes, sizes and forms that it's difficult to pin down just what a typical mollusc looks like. The bivalves are notable for their mirror-image pair of shells. The gastropods, which include the snails and slugs we find in our gardens, are familiar for their coiled shell and large muscular foot. The cephalopods, among the most intelligent of molluscs, include squid, octopuses, cuttlefish, and nautiluses.

FACT: There are eight groups of molluscs alive today.
The estimated 100,000 species of molluscs alive today are divided into eight basic groups:
Caudofoveates (Caudofoveata) are small deep sea molluscs that burrow into soft bottom sediments. Caudofoveates are worm-like molluscs that lack shells and muscular feet characteristic of other molluscs. Caudofoveata have scale-like calcareous spicules that cover their body.
Solanogastres, like caudofoveates, are shell-less, worm-like molluscs. They lack eyes and their bodies are either flattened or cylindrical in shape.
Chitins (Polyplacophora) are flat, slug-like molluscs with a set of calcareous plates that cover the upper surface of their body. Chitins live in intertidal waters along rocky coastlines.
Monoplacophorans (Monoplacophora) were long believed to be an extinct lineage of molluscs. But in 1952, zoologists discovered a handful of living species.
Tusk shells (Scaphopoda) have long, cylindrical shells. They have tentacles that project from one end of the shell which they use to capture prey from the surrounding water.
Bivalves (Bivalvia) are marine and freshwater molluscs that have a shell that consists of two valves that are hinged at the back. Bivalves have no head, their body consists of a wedge-shaped foot.
Gastropods (Gastropoda) include snails and slugs. Gastropods live in marine, freshwater, and terrestrial habitats. Gastropods is the most diverse class of mollusc with more than 60,000 species.
Cephalopods (Cephalopoda) include octopus, squid, cuttlefish and nautilus. Cephalopods exhibit bilateral symmetry and in most members of the group the shell has either been internalized or lost. The exception is the nautilus which has retained a shell.

FACT: The body of most molluscs consists of two parts: a head-foot and a visceral mass.
In general, the head-foot of a mollusc is an elongated, soft structure that encompasses an anterior head and an elongated foot. The head has a pair of eyes, a mouth, sensory and nervous structures, and a radula. The foot is used for locomotion and for attaching onto surfaces. The visceral mass is located on top of the head-foot and contains internal organs that perform the functions of digestion, circulation, reproduction and excretion.

FACT: Molluscs have a mantle that secretes a hard shell that covers and protects the visceral mass.
A layer of tissue called the mantle covers the visceral mass of a mollusc. The mantle secretes a shell that encases the mantle and the soft visceral mass below it. The shell consists of three layers, an inner layer known as the nacreous layer, a middle layer called the prismatic layer, and an outer layer called the periostracum. The shell provides the mollusc with protection from predators and from harsh environmental conditions.
FACT: Molluscs exhibit bilateral symmetry.
The body of a mollusc is bilaterally symmetrical. This means that the left and right sides of their body is roughly symmetrical along the length of the animal. In some molluscs, notably the gastropods, this symmetry may be obscured due to torsion (the twisting of their body as it develops) or the presence of a coiled shell. But nonetheless, even gastropods exhibit bilateral symmetry.
FACT: Molluscs use slime for a variety of purposes.
Many molluscs (snails and slugs for instance) secrete slime from their body surfaces. Slime serves a variety of functions. It helps snails and slugs move by providing lubrication and suction. Slime also provides slugs with protection by making them unpalatable or difficult for predators to pick up. Slime also prevents dehydration and helps in reproduction.
FACT: Scientists are not entirely sure who the closest living relatives to the molluscs are.
Although scientists are not certain who the closest living relatives of the molluscs are, they have determined some likely candidates. It is either the annelids (or segmented worms) or platyhelminths (the non-segmented worms or flatworms).
FACT: There are approximately 100,000 species of molluscs.
Of all the molluscan subgroups, the most diverse group is the gastropods. There are between 60,000 and 80,000 species of living gastropods. The bivalves are the second most diverse group of gastropods with about 30,000 species. There are about 800 species of cephalopods.
FACT: Some molluscs don't have a shell.
Although many molluscs have a shell, it is not a defining characteristic of the group. Sea hares, slugs, caudofoveates, squid and octopuses are some examples of molluscs that do not have a shell.
FACT: Molluscs are soft-bodied animals and rely on a hydrostatic skeleton for support.
A hydrostatic skeleton consists of a fluid-filled chamber that is encased in muscles. Animals with a hydrostatic skeleton move by contracting the muscles around the fluid-filled chamber to change the pressure of the fluid and thereby alter the animal's shape and produce movement. Snails and slugs, for example, use this hydrostatic skeleton to move their foot.
FACT: The giant squid and the giant clam are among the world's largest molluscs.
Giant squids are a group of squid species that live in the deep ocean. Members of this group are known to reach as much as 43 feet in length. The giant clam is a species of bivalve that can grow to weights in excess of 440 pounds and diameters of more than 47 inches. Giant clams inhabit coral reefs throughout the South Pacific and Indian oceans.
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