
Marsupials

1. Distinguish: 

A. Mammal from other animals. 

B.Placentals, marsupials and monotremes from one 
another. 

2. Understand how marsupials are classified into families and 
describe, in a general way, the habits of these families. 

3. Describe the distribution, habitat (ie. type of country they live 
in), diet breeding behavior, as well as any other interesting 
information of twelve different groups of marsupials and 
monotremes. 

4. Be able to explain the difference between marsupial 
reproduction and that in true mammals (ie. placentals). 

5. Explain the significance of the direction of opening of the 
pouch and the number of young per litter in marsupials. 

6. Give an explanation of the unique occurrence of marsupials in 
Australia. 

7. Be able to explain the need for conservation of our 
marsupials. 

8. Write a report of your visit to a natural history museum, 
wildlife sanctuary, zoo, etc. indicating in about 10-15 lines, the 
extent of your observations. 



Marsupial Honor Helps:

Mammals (“Mamma” means Breast) are animals that have hair, breathe air, feed 
young milk from mother

Placentals (“Placenta” means Cake) are mammals that have internal young, 
connected to the mother through the placenta which supplies nourishment for 
the developing young. 

Marsupials (“Marsupium” means Pouch or Bag) are mammals that generally 
have pouches where their young continue to develop.

Monotremes (“Mono” means one, “Trema” means hole) are egg laying mammals. 

The Marsupials and Monotremes:

Superorder Ameridelphia: American opossums, most in South or Central 
    America, Most are carnivorous or omnivorous. only 
    one in North America (Didelphis virginiana - the Virginia 
    Opossum http://www.nsrl.ttu.edu/tmot1/didevirg.htm). 

 Order Didelphimorphia: Opossums 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Didelphimorphia/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Didelphimorphia
http://www.mammalsrus.com/metatheria/didelphimorphia/didelphimorphia.html

  Family Didelphidae: opossums - North and South America, mostly 
     omnivorous, most have long scaly prehensile tail
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Didelphidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Didelphidae
http://www.mammalsrus.com/metatheria/didelphimorphia/didelphimorphia.html
http://www.nhptv.org/wild/didelphidae.asp

 Order Paucituberculata: One family (6 species) of Shrew Opossums in 
     western South America
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Paucituberculata/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Paucituberculata
http://www.mammalsrus.com/metatheria/paucituberculata/
paucituberculata.html

  Family Caenolestidae: shrew opossums - small, grey or 
     grey- brown, females lack a pouch. Most are 
     insectivorous.
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Caenolestidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Caenolestidae
http://www.mammalsrus.com/metatheria/paucituberculata/
paucituberculata.html
http://www.nhptv.org/wild/caenolestidae.asp

Superorder Australidelphia (Mostly Australian and Austral-Asian 
Marsupials)

 Order Microbiotheria: Just the Monito Del Monte
  Family Microbiotheriidae: Only one species, A small insectivore, 
     the Monito del Monte, in Chile and Argentina. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Microbiotheria/pictures/
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http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Microbiotheria
http://www.mammalsrus.com/metatheria/microbiotheria/microbiotheria.html

 Order Dasyuromorphia: Includes Numbats and Tasmanian Wolfs.
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Dasyuromorphia/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Dasyuromorphia
http://www.mammalsrus.com/metatheria/dasyuromorphia/dasyuromorphia.html

  Family Thylacinidae: The Tasmanian World, believed to have gone 
     extinct in 1936. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Thylacinidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Thylacinidae

  Family Dasyuridae: Found in Australia and New Guinea, generally 
     have a long body, pointy head, furry tail and 
     short legs. Primarily Carnivores and 
     insectivores. Includes the Tasmanian Devil and 
     the Quolls. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Dasyuridae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Dasyuridae

  Family Myrmecobiidae: Include only the Numbats, or marsupial ant 
     eaters. They are small, have a bushy tail, a 
     striped rump, small ears on a pointy head, no 
     pouch, have strong claws and a long slender 
     tongue. They live in Australia. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Myrmecobiidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Myrmecobiidae

 Order Peramelemorphia: Compact bodies, pointy heads, short for 
     legs, more powerful hind legs, Hop by pushing 
     off with hind feet, landing on for and hind feet. 
     Most are diggers, most are insectivores, though 
     will east small animals as well. Pouch opens to 
     the rear.
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Peramelemorphia/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Peramelemorphia
http://www.mammalsrus.com/metatheria/peramelemorphia/
peramelemorphia.html

  Family Peroryctidae: rainforest bandicoots, prefer rainforest 
     areas.
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Peroryctidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Peroryctidae

  Family Peramelidae: Bandicoots and Bilbies. Small, with longer 
     hind limbs for hopping or running. Live in 
     relatively dry areas. Brief gestation with an 
     embryo that has a placenta (unlike most 
     marsupials)
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Peramelidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Peramelidae

 Order Notoryctemorphia: The Marsupial Moles, of which there are 
     only 2 species
http://www.mammalsrus.com/metatheria/notoryctemorphia/
notoryctemorphia.html
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  Family Notoryctidae: marsupial moles - small, with blind vestigal 
     eyes, no external ears, short stout tails. Silky 
     golden fur. Claws for digging, eat invertebrate 
     larvae, have a small well-developed pouch. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Notoryctemorphia/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Notoryctemorphia

 Order Diprotodontia: Largest order of Marsupials, most are 
     herbivores, have second and third digits on hind 
     feet fused (syndactylous), usually a single pair 
     of incisors in lower jaw. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Diprotodontia/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Diprotodontia
http://www.mammalsrus.com/metatheria/diprotodontia/diprotodontia.html

  Family Phascolarctidae: Koala - Live in wooded areas of 
     Eastern Australia, feed on Eucalyptus. Medium 
     size, short tail, rounded ears, bulbous nose. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Phascolarctidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Phascolarctidae

  Family Vombatidae: wombats - Found only in Australia, only three 
     extant species. Medium-sized stocky animals with 
     short limbs and tail. Strong claws for 
     burrowing. Pouch opens to the rear. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Vombatidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Vombatidae

  Family Phalangeridae: brushtail possums and cuscuses - 18 
     species, found in Australia, New Guinea and some 
     smaller nearby islands. Forward facing eyes on 
     a short face. Good climbers with a long, often 
     prehensile tail. Mostly nocturnal omnivores. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Phalangeridae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Phalangeridae

  Family Burramyidae: pygmy possums - Five species, found in 
     Australia and New Guinea. Small, with a conical 
     head, short muzzle and rounded ears, and a 
     slender prehensile tail. Mostly nocturnal 
     insectivores, though some eat nectar and small 
     animals. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Burramyidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Burramyidae

  Family Tarsipedidae: Honey Possum - Only one species, the Honey 
     Possum or Noolbender. Found in Southwestern 
     Australia. Small with pointed snout and 
     prehensile tail. Use an elongated bristle-tipped 
     tongue to feed on nectar. Also play a role as a 
     pollinator. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Tarsipedidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Tarsipedidae

  Family Petauridae: 10 Species including the Sugar Gliders. Found 
     in the forests of Australia and New Guinea. They 
     all have a dark stripe along their back, and a 
     long, furry tail, and some have membranes for 
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     gliding. Mostly eat insects or sap they get by 
     gashing trees with their teeth. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Petauridae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Petauridae

  Family Pseudocheiridae: ringtailed possums and relatives. Found 
     mostly in Australia and New Guinea. Most have a 
     strong prehensile tail, are tree-dwelling 
     herbivores, and have a well developed pouch.
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Pseudocheiridae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Pseudocheiridae

  Family Potoroidae: Nine species, all from Australia, of small 
     omnivores and herbivores. They have large well 
     developed hind feet, are strong hoppers at high 
     speeds, and move like rabbits at lower speeds. 
     They are closely related to the Kangaroos and 
     wallabies, though their forelimbs are not as 
     small compared to hind limbs as in these larger 
     cousins.  
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Potoroidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Potoroidae

  Family Acrobatidae: Two species of Feathertail Gliders, one in 
     Australia and one in New Guinea. They have 
     bristle-tipped tongues, and feed on nectar and 
     pollen from flowers. The New Guinea species 
     does not have the membranes for gliding like the 
     Australian species does. The Australian 
     feathertail glider is the smallest species of 
     gliding mammal, and weighs only 10-14 grams. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Acrobatidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Acrobatidae

  Family Hypsiprymnodontidae: Musky Rat Kangaroo, found in the 
     northeast Australian rain forests, is small, with 
     a hairless tail, and feeds on fallen seeds and 
     fruits. It can also climb trees. 

  Family Macropodidae: The second largest family of marsupials, 
     and includes the Kangaroos and Wallabies. They 
     are found in Australia, New Guinea and other 
     nearby islands, have long hind feet and a long 
     heavy tail, and stand generally upright. Most hop 
     on two legs when moving quickly, keeping the tail 
     off the ground. For lower-speed hopping, they 
     land on their tail and fore legs, then bring the 
     hind legs forward to push off the ground for 
     the next jump. They cannot move backwards. Most 
     are nocturnal grazers and burrowers. They 
     have the ability in reproduction to delay the 
     development of the embryo, allowing some 
     females to be carrying three generations of 
     young at once - one in the pouch, and one out of 
     the pouch but still nursing. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Macropodidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Macropodidae
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Monotremes

 Order Monotremata: Monotremes are mammals, but have some 
     characteristics far different from other 
     mammals, even from marsupial mammals. Although 
     they have fur and a four chambered heart like 
     other mammals, their milk is not secreted 
     through a nipple, but rather just through the 
     skin, they have a leathery bill, have the gait of a 
     reptile, are egg-laying, and have a single body 
     opening for feces, urine and egg. There are only 
     three extant species of monotremes, and they 
     are found only in Australia, New Guinea and 
     Tasmania. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Monotremata/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Monotremata/
http://www.mammalsrus.com/prototheria/monotremata/monotremata.html

  Family Ornithorhynchidae: Only one species, the platypus. A 
     streamlined fur-covered body with a flattened 
     tail reminiscent of a beaver, webbed feet and a 
     duck-like bill. They live in eastern australia, and 
     the males can excrete venom through a spine on 
     their hind feet.
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Ornithorhynchidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Ornithorhynchidae/
http://www.mammalsrus.com/prototheria/monotremata/ornithorhynchidae/
ornithorhynchidae.html

  Family Tachyglossidae: Two species of Echidna. They have fur and 
     spines, and a sticky tongue for capturing and 
     eating insects. 
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Tachyglossidae/pictures/
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Tachyglossidae/
http://www.mammalsrus.com/prototheria/monotremata/tachyglossidae/
tachyglossidae.html

marsupial reproduction: One of the most notable differences between 
Marsupials and Placental Mammals is the very short gestation period, and the 
very early “birth” of the very small, under-developed young. In many 
Marsupials, this young then moves to a pouch and attaches to a teat to complete 
the development period. 

Pouches and Young: Marsupial pouches can open either toward the front or 
toward the rear, depending upon the species. In Marsupials that burrow, the 
pouch generally opens to the rear, to avoid getting dirt in the pouch when 
digging. In non-burrowing marsupials, the pouch generally opens to the front. 
Those mothers with a front-loading pouch can interact with their young, 
whereas those with a rear-loading pouch cannot. Kangaroos and some other 
front-loading marsupials have only one offspring at a time, but can be 
nurturing three at once - one in the uterus, one attached to a teat in the pouch, 
and a third that is outside the pouch, but return for nourishment. Rear-pouch 
marsupials may have more young. In some species, there are many young, but 
only a limited number of teats, so only a few survive. 
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Why there are so many marsupials in Australia: This is a bit of a tricky 
question to answer, and one that evolutionists often use to counter Christian 
claims of the spread of animals after the flood. Until recent times, nearly all 
the mammals in Australia were marsupials, with placentals being introduced by 
man from other continents. Why does Australia have marsupials, but other 
continents do not? First, there are marsupials in South and Central America as 
well (and the Virginia Opossum in North America), and in recent years, scientists 
studying DNA relationships suggest that Marsupials may have been native to 
South America first, not Australia. But how did they cross the ocean? There are 
several theories, though we do not no for sure. One suggestion is that after 
the flood, for the waters that covered the earth to recede so quickly, there 
was likely an ice age in the northern hemisphere, and with much of the water 
trapped as ice, the ocean levels were lower, providing land bridges between 
continents for animals to cross. Another is that, after the flood, there would 
have been a lot of vegetation “rafts” still floating around in the oceans, from 
all the torn-up forests, and animals could have accidentally “sailed” to 
Australia. The ocean currents cycle in the South Pacific between the coast of 
South America and the Australian coast. Others have speculated that 
Marsupials may have been taken to Australia as man spread across the globe 
after the Tower of Babel. But why only Marsupials in Australia? There is no 
easy answer. It could have been the climate at the time, it could have been a 
more rapid movement of marsupials as they competed with placental mammals. 
As we look at other continents, we see certain types of animals that may be 
specific to one or another, and given Australia’s distance, from other 
continents, once it was isolated, it was unlikely to see significant additions of 
species introduced. Although we do not have definitive answers, we can still 
hold on to our faith even as we encounter some of nature’s mysteries.

Why we should help conserve our marsupials: Invasive and introduced Placental 
Mammals and human activities have led to the extinction of at least ten species 
of Australian marsupials in modern times. Many others are threatened, due to 
introduced species and habitat pressures. Marsupials contribute to natural 
diversity, play roles in ecological niches, and some even serve roles as 
pollinators. Marsupials, like all of God’s creation, deserve our respect and 
protection.

Other useful resources:
http://honours.adventistconnect.org/marsupials-monotremes
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Metatheria/
http://www.australianwildlife.com.au/marsupials.htm
http://www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/mammal/marsupial/marsupial.html
http://www.sandiegozoo.org/animalbytes/t-marsupial.html
http://www.opossumsocietyus.org/opossum_reproduction_and_life_cycle.htm
http://www.ferris.edu/card/kids_corner/marsupials.htm
http://www.answersingenesis.org/articles/nab/how-did-animals-spread
http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/publications/action/
marsupials/9.html
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