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Hiding in the Open
Lesson Plan and Activity Guide

Elementary, 5th grade

Introduction

The open ocean is a barren area with no visible 
bottom. Many organisms live in the open 
ocean, including producers and consumers. 
Some small consumers must hide in the open 
ocean from larger consumers or be eaten, but 
where can they hide? Rafts of seaweed, debris, 
and dead stuff floating on the surface provide 
shelter for these small consumers. In this 
lesson, students will learn about the dynamics 
of producers (phytoplankton), small consumers 
(baby fish), and large consumers (predatory 
fish) through a game of tag which models the 
interaction between producers and consumers. 

Lesson Plan

Pre-activity Discussion:

1) Before going outside, introduce the students 
to the open ocean ecosystem (you can choose 
to use the slideshow provided as a handout or 
presentation). Include information about what 
itʼs like to live in the open ocean, what 
organisms live there, and what rafts are and 
how they work.

2) Have a quick brainstorming session. How is 
the open ocean like another ecosystem they 
know (prairie, forest, estuary, etc)? What 
structure would the raft be in this other 
ecosystem (i.e. something that serves the same 
purpose as a raft, such as a bush in a prairie)?
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Learning Objectives
1) Identify the organisms of open 

ocean ecosystem. 
2) Describe the interactions of the 

open ocean organisms and 
compare them to a more familiar 
ecosystem. Who is a producer? 
Who is a consumer? Who eats 
whom?

3) Explore the interactions of a 
producer and two consumers and 
how they might change over time 
through a model (game).

4) Design a cartoon that describes 
your experiences in the game and 
how they could change with the 
addition of another organism.

Resources Needed
- large, open area (gym room, 

recess area, grassy field)
- set of pylons or other marking 

objects (or chalk)
- large bag of great northern 

beans (white beans)
- different colored bandanas or 

flagging tape
- small plastic Ziploc or sandwich 

bags
- projector for optional slideshow 

(PDF or Powerpoint)

Group Size: 10-12 
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Outside activity:

1) Cordon off an area with a 5-foot radius with pylons or chalk to mark the boundary of 
the kelp raft. Inside this area is “safe” for the baby fish and predator fish are to keep out.

2) Assign roles of predator fish and baby fish at a 1:2 ratio (so that there are twice as 
many baby fish as predator fish). Each should have a head band of flagging tape or 
other marking to clearly show their role. Give each person a sandwich bag.

3) Instruct fish of their goals. 
- Baby fish must collect at least 5 “plankton” beans during the round to move onto 

the next round. If tagged by a predator, the baby fish leaves the game and must 
hand over their beans to the predator. If the baby fish has less than 5 new beans 
at the end of the round, they “die” (leave the game, no one gets those beans).

- Predator fish must collect 5 beans (because they are bigger and require more 
energy) by “eating” (tagging) a baby fish and acquiring their beans. If the predator 
fish collects less than 5 beans during the round, they “die” (leave the game, no 
one gets those beans).

- Predators are not allowed within the safe “kelp float” area. If they tag a baby fish 
that is within the area (or any part of the baby is in the area), it does not count. (It 
is a good idea for instructors or trustworthy students to play “line judge” to make 
determinations about in-bounds baby fish.)

4) Instruct baby fish to start within the safe area and predator fish to start outside the 
safe area. 

5) Spread about 100 beans around the outer edge of the kelp float boundary. Some 
beans can fall within the boundary, and some can fall several steps outside it, but try to 
keep most within one or two steps of the boundary.

6) Have the time-keeper start a round. Rounds can last however long youʼd like, but 2 
minutes gives a definite sense of urgency to the game. When time is up, call everyone 
to freeze.

7) Have everyone count their beans. And either leave the game (if they die) or continue 
on (stay where they are). 

8) Repeat steps 5 through 7 for five rounds or until everyone in one group (predator or 
baby) has died. 

Post-activity Discussion:

1) Discuss the following questions. Have the students write down their answers.
- How many predator fish and baby fish are left after the activity? Did one group die 

out? How does the ratio compare to the starting ratio (2:1)? How would this ratio 
change if you played the game for 10 rounds? 
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- Is it “harder” to be a predator or a baby? Justify your answer.
- How many white beans are left? Where do the white beans (plankton) come from? 

Do you think the supply would ever run out?

2) Have the students make a cartoon describing their personal experience in the game 
(as a predator fish or baby fish). Have them label producers and consumers and who 
eats who and record how many beans they were able to collect. Have them imagine 
and add an interaction with one other consumer on the list of organisms in the open 
water ecosystem to their cartoon.

Final Product

- Written record of post-activity discussion.
- Cartoon describing studentʼs personal experience in the game.

Assessment / Evaluation

- Answers to the discussion questions.
- Structure of interactions between organisms in the cartoon. 

NC Essential Standard

5.L.2: Understand the interdependence of plants and animals with their ecosystem, All 
clarifying objects

Next Generation Science Standards 

5-LS2 Ecosystems: Interactions, Energy, and Dynamics

Associated materials

Powerpoint / PDF introducing the Open Ocean Ecosystem is available at http://
lwaldrop.web.unc.edu/teaching

" 3

http://lwaldrop.web.unc.edu/teaching
http://lwaldrop.web.unc.edu/teaching
http://lwaldrop.web.unc.edu/teaching
http://lwaldrop.web.unc.edu/teaching

