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Ocean Zones 


There are five ocean zones: Epipelagic, Mesopelagic, 
Bathypelagic, Abyssopelagic, and Hadopelagic. They all end 
with the suffix “pelagic”, which means “of the sea.” 


Memory Tools 
Epi sounds like happy to me! I like to think that the fish in 
this zone are happy because they get the most sunshine. 
This is why I drew the fish smiling in the epipelagic zone!

Meso sounds like “mess of,” so the octopus in the 
mesopelagic zone is using his many tentacles to clean up 
the ocean. 

Bathy sounds like bath. The swordfish which can be found 
in the bathypelagic zone is enjoying a nice bath-uh-bubbles!

Abyss means “bottomless.” This word is use to describe a 
dark place that seems to go on forever... which sounds like a 
good description for much of the ocean! Let’s learn some 
more about this amazing place. 


Epipelagic (0 to 656 feet/ 0-200 meters deep) 

Epipelagic means “over the sea.” It is also called the Photic 
Zone, or Sunshine Zone. Epi, which sounds to me like 
happy, actually means “on” or “over.” This is the top zone of 
the ocean. I wonder if the fish in this zone are extra happy 
because they get the most sunshine! This is the only zone 
where plants can grow, because they need sunlight for 
photosynthesis. The other zones are too deep to receive 
enough light for any plants to grow. You might find some 
things in the other layers that remind you of plants, like sea 
anemones or sponges, but these are actually animals. 

Most of the animals (90%) that live in the ocean live in this 
zone, including every type of invertebrate, sea mammals, and 
a huge variety of fish. Some fish that can be found in the 
other ocean zones still come up to the Epipelagic zone at 
night to feed.


Mesopelagic (656 to 3,300 feet/ 200-1,000 meters deep)

Mesopelagic means “middle sea.” It is also called Disphotic Zone, or Twilight Zone. 
Meso, even though it reminds me of the word mess, it actually means middle. (You 
might remember this word from another place called Mesopotamia, which got its name 
from being in the middle of two rivers.) It is also called the disphotic zone, which means 
“poorly lit.” This zone gets just a little bit of light during the day, but not enough for 
plants to grow. The temperature of the water is between 41 to 39 degrees Fahrenheit.


Epipelagic 0-200m

Mesopelagic 

200-1,000 m


Bathypelagic 
1,000-4,000m


Abyssopelagic 
4,000-6,000m


Hadopelagic 
6,000-11,000m
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Most animals in this zone have large eyes, large teeth 
and jaws, and are small and thin.

The dragonfish is a smaller fish only about 6 inches 
long. It has a long body with a light-up lure attached to 
its head called a “photophore barbel.” It can flash the 
barbel light on and off and move it around to catch 
fish. Because many of the fish that it eats are also 
bioluminescent it has a black opaque stomach so that 

the fish in its stomach won’t shine while it is digesting! Other 
mesopelagic sea animals are the sabertooth fish, sea stars, 
eels, the pufferfish, stinging cell animals like sea anenomes 
and jellyfish, sea cucumbers, and mollusks like octopi, 
oysters, squid, and scallops.  


The Aphotic Zones 
Bathypelagic (3,300 to 12,000 feet/ 1,000-4,000 meters deep) 

Bathypelagic means “deep sea.” It is also called the Midnight Zone.  
The bathypelagic zone and below are considered Aphotic (no light) zones , because 
sunlight cannot reach these into these zones. The bathypelagic zone is very dark, and 
this is where you will start finding many creatures with 
bioluminescence. The most common bioluminescent 
creature in this zone is called the Lanternfish, which has 
dots of light lining its body. Most glowing fish make their 
own light from chemicals in their body, however the 
Hawaiian bobtail squid has a special organ that is filled 
with bioluminescent bacteria right after it is born, and these 
bacteria are what make the squid glow!

A large amount of deep sea marine life swim up from the Bathypelagic zone to the 
Mesopelagic zone at night to feed, and then return to hide in the darkness of the 
Bathypelagic zone. They call area between the zones the deep scattering layer. 

Only 1% of the ocean animals live here, but there is still a large variety of life! Some 

animals you can find in this zone are the Sperm 
whale, the giant squid, vampire squid, anglerfish, 
lobsters, and other crawfish like shrimp. Whales 
are mammals, so they must go up to breathe air, 
however the Sperm Whale will dive into the 
Bathypelagic zone to hunt giant squid. The giant 
squid is around 33 feet in length, which is about 
the same length as a school bus! They have the 
largest eyes in the animal kingdom, of 10 inches 
in length. They use a propulsion system to move 
their cone shaped body, and steer their bodies 
with tiny fins. 

	  

“...Think of a ship: big as it is and driven by 	such strong winds, it can be steered by a 	 	
very small rudder, and it goes wherever the pilot wants it to go.” James 3:4 

Dragonfish

Lanternfish

Giant Squid

Sabertooth Fish



Abyssopelagic- 12,000 to 20,000 feet deep/ 4,000- 6,000 meters

Abyssopelagic means “bottomless sea.” It also called The Abyss.  
The average depth of the ocean is 4,000 meters (2 and 1/2 miles). The water in this 
zone is very still and very cold, just above freezing (36°F/2°C). Because it is dark and 
cold, fish move slowly and tend to be transparent, red, or black. Red is a very common 
creature color in this zone, because it is invisible at this depth. 
90% of the creatures in this zone are bioluminescent! The 
Abyssopelagic zone animals are quite weird and creepy looking, 
however one adorable creature that you can find in the 
abyssopelagic zone is called the dumbo octopus. This octopus 
has big eyes and two big flaps on its head that look like dumbo 
ears.

The abyssal plain contains a lot of plankton, diatoms and 
sediments that creatures consume. Much of the sediment is 
made of up dead things that sank down from the Epipelagic zone. Fish that live in this 
zone usually have huge gaping jaws that they use to sift through the sand for food. One 

such fish is the anglerfish, that has long, sharp, almost 
translucent teeth in their huge heads. They get their name from 
the way they catch their prey- they can “angle” or move their 
flesh, without actually moving their body, luring their prey with 
their light. The female anglerfish are much larger than the males, 
and can weigh as much as 110 pounds! You can also find deep 
water corals, the fangtooth fish, deep sea jellyfish, giant tube 
worms, and slime stars.


Hadopelagic (20,000 to 36,000 feet deep/ 6,000-11,000 meters) 

Also called the Hadal Zone. 
Hado comes from the word Hades, which is the Greek word for the “underground 
abode of the dead”, or hell. It was probably named this because it is so mysterious and 
unknown, and difficult to explore. This zone depth is only found in trenches. Because 
of the extreme cold, complete darkness, and extreme water pressure, it is very difficult 
to study this depth of the ocean. Yet even here marine life can be found!


The ocean zones are incredible places, with distinct temperatures and characteristics. 
The ocean makes up 2/3 of the surface of the earth, but is still largely unexplored!


Quiz

1. What zones are aphotic, or no light zones?

2. What is the word for the ability of animals to glow? 

3. Name two sea animals that have the ability to glow.

4. Which zone has 90% of all marine life?

5. The Sperm Whale can be found hunting the Giant Squid in which zone?

6. Why is it hard to study the deep ocean?  

Dumbo Octopus

Anglerfish

1.Bathypelagic, Abyssopelagic, and Hadopelagic. 2. Bioluminescent 3. Dragonfish, Lanternfish, Hawaiin Bobtail 
Squid, Anglerfish. 4. Epipelagic. 5. Bathypelagic. 6. Extreme Cold, complete darkness, and extreme water pressure.



The Ocean Floor 
Some important terms that describe the land below 
the sea are called continental shelf, abyssal plain, mid-
ocean ridges, and trenches. 


Continental Shelf 
At the edge of every continent is the continental 
shelf. The continental shelf begins once the ocean 
stars next to sandy beaches and stretch out an 
average of 50 miles into the sea. The continental shelf 
gets quite deep for someone to swim in, usually about 
150 feet, but it is still very shallow in comparison to 
the rest of the ocean depth. The largest continental 

shelf is off the coast of Siberia, extending 930 miles 
wide. The continental shelf is geologically considered part of the continent it extends 
from, and the United Nations determined that countries that have a coastline also 
control the water that is over their portion of continental shelf. After the continental 
shelf comes the continental slope, which is like a long dip in the land below the water, 
steeply dropping to the dark deep sea. 


Abyssal Plain 

The abyssal plain is the flat land deep below the sea. Like its name, it is usually found 
in the abyssopelagic zone. These plains cover 50% of the earth’s surface and are 
made up of sandy clay and remains of microscopic organisms. Scientists believe the 
land under the sediment is probably bumpy and hilly, but the sediment that falls on top 
makes it all level out. 


Mid-Ocean Ridge 
Just like the land we live on, the bottom of the sea is not always flat. Mid-ocean ridges 
are mountains below the sea. They are formed by plate tectonics and volcanic activity. 
The earth crust is made up of large plates, and these move in and out causing magma 
to ooze out and form new rock, or pressing the land together and apart, forming 
underwater mountains and valleys. Earthquakes are caused by the movement of 
tectonic plates.


The Blue Whale can be as 
long as 110 feet- the length 
of three large school buses! 
To help you imagine how 
deep the ocean is, the black 
speck next to the ocean 
depth chart the length of 
the giant blue whale.
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The mid-ocean ridges are connected, and form a single global mid-oceanic ridge 
system that is part of every ocean. That means the mid ocean ridges are the longest 
mountain range in the world, a total of 37,000 miles long! 

Some ocean mountains are so tall that they actually come out of the sea. Can you 
guess what these are called? If you said island, you are right! Islands are formed when 
ocean ridges rise out of the water. For example, in Hawaii volcanic eruption is 
continuing to form new land under the water, and one day it will rise above the water 
and become the island Loihi.


Trench 
Trenches are deep canyons below the ocean. Plate tectonics form these vast great 
holes. There are 37 trenches in the oceans, most in the Pacific. The Mariana Trench is 
36,070 feet deep, making it the deepest place in the ocean. If the tallest mountain in 
the world, Mt. Everest, was put into the Mariana Trench, the top of the mountain would 
still be more than 1 mile below the sea! It is very difficult to get so deep into the sea, 
because the further below the water, the greater the water pressure. The pressure in 
trenches is more than 1,000 times the pressure on land. This pressure would crush a 
human, so trenches and aphotic zones must be explored with special equipment.


Water Pressure Experiments! 
You’ll need:

1 balloon

1 empty plastic bottle

Thumbtack

Electrical or masking tape


Air Pressure

1.Place the balloon in the top of the bottle, and wrap the neck of the balloon over the 
neck of the bottle. Try blowing up the balloon. 

2. Have an adult use the thumbtack to poke a hole in the side of the bottle. Try blowing 
up the balloon again. What is the difference?

What happened? Because there is air in the bottle, it is taking up space, so when you 
first try to blow up the balloon it has no space to fill up. When the bottle has a hole the 
balloon fills with air because the air can be displaced through the hole. This 
demonstrates how air takes up space, and can be a source of pressure. 


Water Pressure 

1. Now take your plastic bottle and continue pressing holes with your thumbtack in a 
straight vertical line (at least 5, but no more than 12 is needed.)

2. Cover the holes with a strip of tape. 

3. Fill the plastic bottle with water. 

4. Hold the bottle of water over a tub or sink. Remove the tape.  What do you notice?

What happened? The water will spray out of the holes in the plastic bottle. Notice how 
the water pressure is greatest at the bottom of the bottle and least at the top. This 
demonstrates how water pressure increases with depth. 
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