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Hawaii's
Coral Reefs
Concepts
Students will learn
about how animals and
plants in an ecosystem
depend on each other
through the concept of
the food chain.

Coral Reef Community
Summary
Students will learn the relationship between animals and plants of a
coral reef system over the course of two lessons. During the first
lesson, each student makes a paper puppet of a coral reef organism.
On a posterboard with a coral community drawing, students learn the
roles of their organisms.
During the second lesson, students use the puppets to act out
the interactions and relationships between each level of coral reef
food chain. At the end of the lesson, students discuss questions that
are design to extend their understanding from the coral reef
community drama.

HCPS III Benchmarks
SC.K.1.1
SC.K.1.2
SC.K.5.1

Objectives

Duration
2 (45 minute) lessons

Materials

Source Material
PRISM (Coral Reef
Ecology- Grade 4)
Vocabulary
Carnivores
Community
Decomposers
Herbivores
Omnivores
Producers

•

Students will be able to demonstrate the relationships between
members in a coral reef food chain.

Construction paper to print the puppets (1piece/student)
Large arrows cut out for the community poster to connect animals
Green tissue paper to make algae and seaweed
2 or 3 posterboards to make coral colony
Glue, tape, coloring markers, and scissors
A crawl tunnel or a big object to represent reefs
1 or 2 posterboards for making coral community drawings

Making Connections
The concept of food chain applies to other ecosystem as well. Coral
reefs exhibit an extensive community structure and are a good way to
show the food chain in action. Many have described the coral reef as
the “rain forest of the ocean” because of its vibrant amount of living
organisms and the complex system they form as a community.

Teacher Prep for Activity
Print the puppet templates using construction paper. Practice making
each type of puppet before the actual lesson. Note: there is no
template for seaweed and algae. A suggestion is to cut out pieces of
green tissue paper and tape them on a shirt for student to wear.
Make coral reef backdrop drawing on posterboard for the class, or
make it with the class. Have arrows cut out to put between animals to
show who eats who.

Background
Coral reefs are complex communities of plants and animals. The
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colonies of corals that grow next to and on top of each other form the basis for this fascinating
community, providing food, shelter, and diverse living spaces for many kinds of plants and
animals. One way is to examine the roles that different species play in the coral reef community.
Corals are unique in that they play a dual role as producers and carnivores. The producers
in the coral community include microscopic phytoplankton and larger algae that use the energy
from the sunlight to convert water and carbon dioxide into sugar in the process of photosynthesis.
The producers are the basis of the food chain, providing food for the herbivores, such as the
turtles and colorful parrotfish that live on the reef. Carnivores (such as moray eels, monk seals,
and sharks), prey on the herbivores, which helps to keep their population in balance. Darting
among the corals are many beautifully colored fish that have adapted to feed on both plants and
animals. These omnivores include the Moorish Idol, reef triggerfish, and the raccoon
butterflyfish. Finally, the coral community would not be complete without the creatures that
make up nature’s cleaning crew. These decomposers include the crabs and lobsters that
scavenge for food, feeding on decaying plants and animals.

Procedure
Day 1, preparation and learning the roles of coral reef organisms:
1. If available, show the class a video clip of Hawaiian coral reef (see:
http://hawaiireef.noaa.gov/imagery/video/NWHI.mov)
2. Assign each student a role in the coral reef community. Divide the class into sun, corals,
producers, herbivores, omnivores, carnivores, and decomposers (1 sun, 2 corals, 2
producers, 4 herbivores, 4 omnivores, 4 carnivores, and 4 decomposers for a class of 21
students).
3. Distribute materials for students to make their own puppets and costumes. Provide photos
from the “Puppet Photos” file so puppets are realistic-looking. Students who finish their
puppets early can help make the costumes for producers.
4. After students finished their puppets, gather the class to an area in front of the coral
community poster board (This is a posterboard with a coral reef drawn as the background.
It should indicate different depths). Using the examples on the poster board, go over the
roles of a producer, herbivore, omnivore, carnivore and decomposer.
5. Using their own puppets, have students present the roles of their organism.
Day 2, coral reef community drama:
1. Set up a stage area. Review the roles of each food chain level and explain the rules of
coral reef drama. For example, while rehearsing the role of the herbivore, ask the
students what an herbivore eats (algae and seaweed). Have the students show you how
an herbivore would eat using their puppets. Finally, tell students that they should act like
an herbivore eating algae and seaweeds during the drama. Use the powerpoint file “Coral
Reef Drama” for a description of the scenes.
2. Start the drama by having producers and herbivores take the stage first, but everybody
stays still (sleeping mode).
3. Sun enters the stage area everyone wakes up. Students playing seaweeds and algae may
sway in the motion of ocean current. Herbivores graze and nip on the seaweed and algae.
Narrator explains that sun brings energy to plants, and plants grow into food for
herbivores. The teachers may have the characters enter the stage one by one, to avoid
confusion or disciplinary problems.
Coral Reef Community
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Omnivores enter the stage and graze on the producers and also eat corals and other fishes.
Carnivores enter the stage. Eel hides between the corals, and ambush fish when they
swim by. Shark and monk seals chase their preys, while octopus creeps along the ocean
floor looking for food.
6. Decomposers enter the stage. Each crab walks around the ocean floor and pick up left
over food (predators also feed on the decomposers).
7. Sun sets by leaving the stage, all members stop what they are doing.
Questions for discussion (you may have students answer the questions by acting with their
puppets):
1. How do members of coral reef community interact with each others (for example, how
does a carnivore interact with an omnivore)?
2. What is the source of energy for the community?
3. What do producers provide for the community?
4. What do consumers provide for the consumers?
5. How would the coral reef community be affected if we eliminated one of the groups (for
example, what would happen if all the corals were gone)?
6. (bonus question) Which of the groups do you think has the highest population of species?
Why?
4.
5.

Assessments
Coral reef community drama and discussion

Resources
MARE binder
PRISM Coral Reef Ecology (Grade 4)
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Humu‘humu‘nuku‘nuku‘apua‘a
Rhinecanthus rectangulus • Humuhumu triggerfish
Photo from: www.divekauai.com/ seaguide.htm

Honu
Chelonia mydas • Green sea turtle
Photo from: http://www.msblog.org/album/albums/userpics/10002/normal_Green%20sea%20turtle.jpg

Mano
Triaenodon obesus • White-tip Reef Shark
Photo from: www.divekauai.com/ seaguide.htm

A‘ama crab
Grapsus tenuicrustatus • Sally light-footed crab
Photo by Keoki and Yuki Sender

Manini
Acanthurus triostegus • Convict Tang
Photo from: http://www.hanapaahawaii.net/shop/images/manini%20gyotaku.JPG

Hawaiian Monk Seal
Monachus schauinslandi • `Ilio-holo-i-ka-uaua
Photo from: www.divekauai.com/ seaguide.htm

He‘e mauli
Octopus cyanea • Day octopus
Photo by Susan Middleton; from: http://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/200709/images/SMSO07_TM_03.jpg

Kikakapu
Chaetodon lunula • Raccoon Butterflyfish
Photo from: http://www.saltwaterfish.com/site_11_03/images/218_r1.jpg

Kuhonu
Ocypete sp. • Ghost crab
Photo from: http://www.islc.net/~fripplog/jpegs/ghost_crab.jpg

Coral Reef Community
(PRISM- Kindergarten)
Puppet templates & instructions

Drawings and Designs by: Bobby Hsu

-Coral community 1 -

Omnivore #1: Reef Triggerfish (Humuhumunukunukuapua’a), fish instruction on p.16.

-Coral community 2 -

-Coral community 3 -

Omnivore #2: Raccoon Butterflyfish (Kikakapu), fish instruction on p.16.

-Coral community 4 -

-Coral community 5 -

Decomposer/ Scavenger #1: White Crab (Kuhono), see p.21 for instruction.

-Coral community 6 -

Decomposer/ Scavenger #2: Rock Crab (‘A’ama), see p.21 for instruction.

-Coral community 7 -

Herbivore #1: Green Sea Turtle (Honu) body parts

-Coral community 8 -

Herbivore #1: Green Sea Turtle (Honu) head and connector, see p. 20 for instruction.

-Coral community 9 -

Herbivore #2: Convict Tang (Manini), fish instruction on p.16.

-Coral community 10 -

-Coral community 11 -

Predator #1: Reef Shark (Mano), fish instruction on p.16.

-Coral community 12 -

-Coral community 13 -

Predator #2: Moray Eel (Puhi). Make the body out of fabric. More instruction on p.16.

Mouth parts

-Coral community 14 -

Instruction for all fish:
Glue two sides of fish together only at the
top portion (figures 1 and 2). Glue the mouth
part on the bottom of the fish (figure 3).
Wear the mouth part on your finger. And
when you wiggle your finger, the puppet‘s
mouth will move.

Figure 1: side view of shark and eel puppets

Figure 2: front view of the shark puppet

Only attach this part to the bottom

Make this part of the mouth a tube
so you can wear it on your finger.

Figure 3: bottom view of the shark puppet.
Note the construction of the mouth part.

-Coral community 15 -

Predator #3: Octopus (He’e), see p.21 for instruction.

-Coral community 16 -

Predator #4: Monk Seal (Ilioholoikauaua), see p.20 for instruction.

-Coral community 17 -

Monk Seal puppet body connector

-Coral community 18 -

Follow the diagram to attach connectors for the Monk Seal and turtle puppets.

head

body

-Coral community 19 -

Instruction for crabs and octopus: tape a strip of paper on the back of the paper cut out andput
your hand through it.

-Coral community 20 -

Polyp hat: color the polyp and cut it out. Measure out a strip of paper to fit around the
person’s head. To put together the hat, glue the polyp drawing on the strip of paper.

-Coral community 21 -

Coral colony: use the following example to draw a colony of corals on a poster board.
You may have a student wear the poster board (with the polyp hat on).

-Coral community 22 -

