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Concepts 
Classification 
Coral Morphology 
 
HCPS III Benchmarks  
SC 4.5.3 
 
Duration 
2 hours 
 
Source Material 
PRISM 
MARE 
 
Vocabulary 
Coral Types: 
Branching (Ko‘a) 
Finger-like (Puna) 
Free-living (Ko‘akohe) 
Massive (Puna) 
Soft (Ako‘a) 
Table 

Coral Growth Forms 
Summary 
Students will classify corals into different growth forms in pairs 
using coral photographs and the Venn diagram method. 
 
Objectives 

• Students will be able to classify corals into different growth  
forms. 

 
Materials (per student) 
David Gulko’s “A Layperson’s Guide to Identifying Coral Growth 
Forms” (pgs. 3-4) 
MARE Guide to Coral Reefs (pgs. 5-6) 
Venn Diagram worksheet (pg. 8) 
“Identify the Type of Coral Growth Forms” worksheet (pg. 7) 

 
Making Connections 
This activity is a great extension of the “Describe A Coral” lesson 
where the students are introduced to a variety of coral species types.  
Now, they will use their new descriptive words and inquiry skills to 
classify different coral forms. 
 
Teacher Prep for Activity 
Photocopy: David Gulko’s “A layperson’s guide to identifying coral 
growth forms”, MARE Guide to Coral Reefs, Venn diagram, and 
“Identify the Type of Coral Growth Forms” worksheets.  If your class 
is unfamiliar with Venn diagrams, practice before this activity. 
 
Background 
No additional background is needed. 
 
Procedure 
Activity 1 (1 hour) 
1.  Begin by acting out the different coral types with your class:  

1. Table coral 
Put your arms straight out in front of you 
2. Massive coral 
Arc arms above head; elbows bent; hands clasped 
3. Branching 
Raise arms above head with elbows pressed together 
4. Finger-like 
Hands out flat; upright 
5. Free- living 
Clench fists separately 

 
 
 

CORAL REEF 
ECOLOGY 
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2. Next, have students gather into a general area in the classroom where they can face each 
other in a circle and pair up.  

3. Distribute two different coral pictures to each student.  
4. Give the students 1 minute to look at their pictures and think of similarities and differences 

between them. Remind them that they can compare growth form, habitat, polyps, etc.  
5. When the time is up, have students present the differences and similarities that they 

noticed from the picture.  
6. Distribute a 2-circle Venn diagram to each student. Have the students label the top of their 

Venn diagram with the name of their coral picture and fill in the diagram with similarities 
and differences from their pictures.  

 
Activity 2 (1 hour) 

1. Read through “A layperson’s guide to identifying coral growth forms” with the class.  
2. Distribute 4-5 coral pictures to each group. 
3. Have students group coral pictures according to the growth form that they notice from 

each picture and that they learned from the layperson’s guide.  
4. After this exercise have the students write the species of coral that they characterized in 

each growth form.  
5. Have groups give evidence of why they categorized pictures into the growth form they 

chose. Share the Hawaiian words below used to categorize each coral type: 
 

Branching – “Ko‘a” 
Massive- “Puna” 
Soft coral- “Ako‘a” 
Finger- “Puna” 
Free- living – “Ko‘akohe” 

 
Homework: “Identify the Type of Coral Growth Forms” worksheet 
 
 
Assessments 
Completed Venn diagram and Identify the Types of Corals worksheet 
 
Resources 
MARE  
Gulko, D. 1999. Hawaiian Coral Reef Ecology. Mutual Publishing. Honolulu, Hawaii. 
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Source:  MARE Teacher’s Guide to Coral Reefs 
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Source:  MARE Teacher’s Guide to Coral Reefs 
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Name__________________ 
 

Venn Diagram Worksheet 
 
 

  

Group coral pictures into three groups using specific attributes that you notice from each 
picture and that you learned from the worksheet. Label each circle with the name you chose for 
a group that will distinguish it from the rest. 


