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At the  
Aquarium

Take some tanks, water, and marine animals, 
and you’ve got an aquarium—right?  Wrong!  
In order to make an aquarium that works for 
the animals and for the people who study and 
observe them, you must understand volume.  
Volume helps aquarium designers figure 
out everything from the shapes and sizes of 
tanks to how much water 
is needed to fill them.  
Volume even helps when 
figuring out how much 
food it will take to feed all 
those hungry animals! 

A
t the

 A
q

ua
rium

 
Irving

Volume

Measurement Dianne Irving

At the  
Aquarium

Volume



Visiting an Aquarium 4

Tank Sizes 6

How Much Water? 8

Weighing the Animals 14

Feeding the Animals 22

Running an Aquarium 26

Problem-Solving Activity 28

Glossary 30

Index 31

Answer Key 32

Table of 
Contents

For teachers' 

inspection ONLY



4

Visitors to an aquarium can see many marine  
(muh-REEN) animals. There are different kinds of fish. 
There are mammals such as whales, seals, and sea otters. 
And there are invertebrates (in-VER-tuh-bruhts) such as 
jellyfish and octopuses. 

Marine scientists work at aquariums. They collect 
information about marine animals.

This marine scientist is checking 
tank water to test how clean it is. 

Visiting an 
Aquarium
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Animals at an aquarium are kept in enclosures  
(in-KLOH-zhers) called tanks. Each animal needs a  
big enough space to live in. There are government 
(GUHV-ern-muhnt) rules about how the animals must 
be looked after. People who run aquariums must follow 
these rules. These rules protect the animals.

A sandbar shark
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The size of an aquarium tank is very important.  
Its size and the amount of water it holds depend on the 
kind of animal living in the tank. The number of animals 
and how long they live will also affect a tank’s size and 
amount of water. 

Dolphins and seals are large marine animals. They need 
large tanks. These large tanks hold gallons and gallons of 
water. The tanks must be big enough for these animals to 
move around as if they were in their natural environment. 

Tank Sizes

An underwater viewing 
tank at an aquarium
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Often, tanks at aquariums are shaped like rectangular 
prisms. Math formulas are used to calculate the 
amount of space needed for the tanks. The formulas use 
standard units of measurement. The volume of tanks 
must be measured accurately using a standard unit—
cubic feet (ft.³). This is important so that the correct 
amount of water can be put inside the tank.

 To calculate volume, multiply length by width by 
height: length × width × height. The tank below is 4 feet 
long and 2 feet wide. Its height is 2 feet. So its volume is 
4ft. × 2 ft. × 2 ft. = 16 ft.³

Use the formula for volume to answer these questions. 
What is the volume of a tank that is:

a. 6 feet long, 5 feet wide, and 3 feet high?

b. 12 feet long, 10 feet wide, and 4 feet high?

height = 2 feet 

width = 2 feet

length = 4 feet
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feet (width)
feet (length)

feet

feet (height / depth)

cubic feet

An average adult beluga (buh-LOO-guh) whale is 
about 14 feet (4 m) in length. The length and width of 
a pool for just 1 beluga whale must be at least twice the 
length of the whale. That is 28 feet (8.5 m). The depth 
(height) of the tank must be at least 7 feet (2 m). 

The volume of a pool this size 
is 5,488 cubic feet (155 m3). One 
cubic foot is 7.48 gallons. It takes 
41,050 gallons (155,391 L) of water  
to fill the pool.

How Much Water?

A beluga whale
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   5,488
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The Shedd Aquarium uses chemicals to make 
its own seawater. It takes about 3 million 
gallons (11.3 million L) of this seawater a year 
to keep the tanks filled and fresh. 

It takes 7.48 gallons of water to fill 1 cubic foot in a tank. 
How much water is needed to fill: 

a. a tank with a volume of 2 ft.³?

b. If a tank contains 748 gallons of water, what is the 
volume in cubic feet? 

The beluga whale enclosure at the Shedd Aquarium in 
Chicago is 18 feet (5 m) deep and holds 400,000 gallons 
(1.5 million L) of water. It is the largest indoor marine 
mammal enclosure in the world. 
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A Fishy Problem
André owns his own business. He builds both large and small 
tanks for aquariums. He recently built some new tanks for 
Seaview Aquarium. 

• Tank A is 6 feet long, 4 feet wide, and 5 feet high.

• Tank B is 15 feet long, 4 feet wide, and 2 feet high. 

• Tank C is 8 meters long and 4 meters wide. It has a volume 
of 96 cubic meters.
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