


 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Table Coral 
 

Acropora cytheria 
 

Growth form: Pale green to creamy brown, grows outward 
as a table form 

 
Fine structure: raised tube like calices with a single larger 

tube like calyx at the tip 
 

Habitat: steep sloping or vertical reef faces 
 
 
 
 



 

Humpback Coral 

Cycloseris vaughani 
Growth form: free living, solitary, roughly circular corals 

Fine structure: small nipple like projections arise from the underside 

Habitat: live in coral rubble at base of reefs 



 

Blue Rice Coral 

Montipora flabellata 
Growth form: small, encrusting with irregular lobes; blue to 

turquoise color. 

Fine structure: projections often fused together to form ridge like 
ridges around the calices 

Habitat: shallow, high wave energy environments. 
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Lesson 1.4: Coral Growth Forms 

 
Learning Objectives: 

1)  Students will be able to classify corals into different growth forms  
 
Duration:  

Part 1: 1 hour 
Part 2: 1 hour 

 
Materials:  

• David Gulko’s “A layperson’s guide to identifying coral growth forms 
(pg 39)” ( 1 per student) 

• Venn diagram (1 per student) 
• “Identify the Type of Coral Growth Forms” worksheet. 

 
Teacher preparation:  
If your class is unfamiliar with Venn diagrams, practice before this activity.  
 

Procedure for teacher: 

Act out 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 

 

Part 1: 

Have students gather into a general area in the classroom where they can 
face each other in a circle and pair up. Distribute two different coral 
pictures to each student. Give the students 1 minute to look at their 
pictures and think of similarities and differences between them. Remind 
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them that they can compare growth form, habitat, polyps, etc. When the 
time is up, have students orally present the differences and similarities that 
they noticed from the picture.  
 
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.  
 
Part 2: 

Read through “A layperson’s guide to identifying coral growth forms” with 
the class. Distribute 20 coral pictures to each group. 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. After this 
exercise have the students write the species of coral that they 
characterized in each growth form. 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



 

  

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. 
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Lesson 1.5: Learning scientific coral terminology 

 
Learning Objective:  

1)   Students will be able to use scientific terminology to describe coral 
pictures. 

 
Duration: 30 minutes 
 
Materials:  

• The science text on the back of each picture used in Lesson 2 
• Observation, Evidence and Inference words worksheet (1 per student) 

 

Teacher preparation: 

Model to students how to identify the scientist’s observation words on the 
back of the coral pictures. Go through this activity using a few coral 
pictures as examples. Upon completion, instruct the students “Now do what I 
just did with your partner.”  
 
Procedure for teacher: 

As partners, have the students compare the science text to the coral 
pictures that they identified in Lesson 2. Have the students see how their 
description compares to that of the scientist. Have students write down the 
observation, evidence and inference words they identify in the Observation, 
Evidence and Inference words worksheet. 
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                       Name _____________ 
 

Observation Words 
 
Size words     Growth words  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Shape words     Habitat words 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Color words      
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Observation Word Answers 
 
Size words     Growth words  
Small       Outward 
Large       Upright 
       Solitary 
 

Shape words     Habitat words 
Leaf-like branches      steep sloping 
Finger like      vertical reef faces 
Table form      shallow, high wave energy environments 
Encrusting      wave-exposed environments 
Plate-like       reef flats and slope 
Branching      tide pools 
Irregular lobes      coral rubble at base of reefs 
Flat ridge like lobes     protected areas in shallow areas 
Curling narrow ridges 
Roughly circular 
Oblong 
Finely- branched with many divisions 
Bushy  
Thick 
Cylindrical 
Vertical branches 
No divisions 
 

Color words      
Pale green 
Green 
Olive green 
Creamy brown 
Dark chocolate 
Tan 
Pale brown 
Yellow-brown 
Light reddish brown 
Blue to turquoise 
Light gray 
Purple 
Blue-gray 
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Lesson 1.6 Observations and Inferences 
 
Learning Objectives: 

1) Students will use be able to draw the fine detail of coral skeletons. 
2) Students will be able to make observations and inferences about their 

coral skeleton and explain the difference between an observation and 
an inference.  

 
Duration: 45 min 
 
Materials:  

• Jewelers Loop 
• Hand Magnifying Glass 
• Digital Microscope 
• Rulers 
• At least three different types of coral skeleton  
• Our Observations worksheet (1 per student) 

 
Teacher preparation 

Run through a 10-15 minute lesson with your class on how to look at an image 
using a magnifying glass or jewelers loop and to draw what they see. Graph 
paper with quadrants can be used to make drawing a magnified object 
simpler. Practice measuring objects using mm, cm or other increments.  
 
Procedure for teacher: 

Explain to the class what an observation is and what an inference is and the 
difference between the two. Your explanation for example could be “An 
observation is something you sense: taste, touch, smell, see, or hear. An 
inference is something you decide or think about a thing or event after you 
observe it.” Practice the difference between an observation and an 
inference with the examples below. Give the class the following background 
“Imagine that reef researchers were snorkeling over a coral reef. While the 
researchers explored the reef, they observed a strange organism. Decide 
with each statement I am going to say when the reef researchers were 
observing or when they were deciding something they really didn't observe.” 
Decide as a class whether each statement is an inference or an observation 
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by putting I or an O in the space in front of each number while working 
through each example on the overhead. 

In their report they wrote the following statements: 

___ 1. The organism frowned to show it did not like strangers. 

___ 2. The organism is green with pink spots. 

___ 3. The organism lives near other organisms. 

___ 4. The organism moved away from us because it was scared. 

___ 5. The organism made gurgling noises. 

___ 6. The organism had four spines on its back. 

___ 7. The organism has one blue eye and two green eyes. 

___ 8. The organism moves really slow so he must be old. 

Have stations set up in the classroom with a jewelers loop, hand magnifying 
glass and digital microscope. Have the students use descriptive language and 
their new vocabulary from the Observation, Evidence and Inference words 
worksheet (Lesson 1.5) to describe and record what they see in “Our 
Observations and Inferences” worksheet for a piece of coral using either 
the jewelers loop or magnifying glass. The digital microscope should be 
monitored by an adult.  
 
Follow-up activity: 

Art lesson: The pictures from the digital microscope can be projected on 
the board. Have the students reproduce the picture using geometry to draw 
symmetry and then have students use texture, watercolors, and other art 
supplies to shade and give their picture color.
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Our Observations and Inferences               
Directions          

1. Draw your coral, paying attention to it’s true size in Box 1. Use the 
grid lines to draw your coral to proportion. 

2. Record your observations (what do you notice about your coral piece) 
about one your coral piece in Column 1 

3. Write inferences (what you think about something after you observe 
it) about what your observation could be evidence of 

4. Write a summary explanation about your piece of coral from the 
observations and the inferences you made. 

 
Box 1: Drawing of coral  
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Observation              Could be evidence of… 
Size 
 
How many mm long is your coral 
piece? 
 
How many calices per mm? 
 

 

Shape 
 
 
 

Ex. A high wave energy environment 

 
From your observations where in the reef do you think the coral you 
observed is found? Why?  
  




