
Jelly Life Cycle Observation
In the Jellies Exhibit (Lower Level of the West Wing, below the Shark & Ray Touch Tank), find the Jelly Life Cycle exhibit.  
After familiarizing yourself with the stages of a jelly life cycle, take a close look through the magnifying glass at the growing jellies

Life 
Stage

A Polyp
(usually white)

A Strobilating Polyp
(usually brown)

An Ephyra
(if present, floating)

Sketch:

Describe 
in 
words:

You will need:

• Clipboard
• Pencil
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Find three different species of jellies in the exhibit. Draw each one here. Label its parts.

Species: Species: Species:

Pulsing is how jellies move, but more importantly how they breathe. Since they breathe through their skin, they must move the water they have 
used away from their skin to get new water. Watch one individual of each species closely. How many times does that jelly pulse per minute?  
(Use a watch or stopwatch to time it.) Is it different for different species?

Pulses Per Minute Pulses Per Minute Pulses Per Minute 

Stomach

Bell

Oral arms

Tentacles
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Jelly Vocabulary 

Body Parts Life Stages

Tentacles: The thin structures around the medusa’s bell. Armed 
with many nematocysts, these are the scyphozoan jelly’s main 
way of obtaining its prey.

Oral Arms: Lacy in appearance, these structures help to move 
prey that has been captured into the jelly’s mouth.

Bell: Also sometimes referred to as the “umbrella,” this is the 
rounded, main “body” of the jelly from which its tentacles and oral 
arms hang. Its internal organs are all housed within this bell.

Neural Net: Cnidarians jellies have a diffuse, sparse network 
of nerves that serve to control the pulses, senses and directed 
behavior in some species. They have no brains or ganglia, only 
primitive “ganglia-like” denser clusters of nerves that function to 
organize movement.  

Nematocyst: The specialized stinging cells of cnidarians. These 
cells consist of a hair-like trigger, a spring-like structure and a 
harpoon. When the trigger is bumped, the spring is released, 
sending the harpoon out of the cell and into any animal contacting 
the jelly. These cells are not controlled by the animal so they will 
continue to fire even after the jelly has died. This is why cutting a 
jelly into pieces at a beach can create a bigger danger than letting 
it go or removing it from the water.  

Planula: The larvae of a jelly that forms after an egg has been 
fertilized. The planula has hair-like structures known as cilia that  
allow it to move slightly through the water. Most planula “settle,” 
metamorphosing into a polyp, but there are some open ocean 
jellies where the planula metamorphoses directly into a medusa.

Polyp: The sessile (non-mobile, attached) stage of a jelly’s life 
cycle. These polyps look a little like small anemones and get their 
food with their stinging tentacles.  

Strobila/Strobilation: The strobila develops from the polyp stage 
as a stack of ephyra form on its top. These ephyra then float away 
from the polyp in a process known as “strobilation.”  

Ephyra: The first free swimming stage of a scyphozoan jelly’s 
lifecycle. Ephyra strobilate off of the strobila. It looks like a small, 
pulsing snowflake.

Medusa: The second free-swimming stage of a scyphozoan 
jelly’s lifecycle. This is the “adult” stage and what we normally 
think of when we hear the word “jellyfish.”  Distinguished by its 
fully formed oral arms, tentacles and bell.
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