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TIPS! 

The following activities are loosely organized by corresponding 
exhibit panel.  However, many activities work with any panel.  Feel 
free to pick and choose the activities you want. 

The margins of this document allow you to print and place it in a 3-
ring binder. 

 

 

 

 

Touch 

If you have natural items such as shells, coral, or similar, spread them out 
on a table.  And/or, use everyday items to replicate those textures found in 
the reef. 

Hard corals = used sand paper 
Soft corals and sponges = globs of Jell-O, or a wet rubber ball or other 
squishy toy 
Ray = piece of velvet or other soft fabric 
Shells = ceramic mug for the inside feel of shells 
 
Have students close their eyes while handling the items.  Have them 
describe what textures they feel. 
 
Smell 

Coral reefs smell like sulfur!  If you have access to sulfur or a sulfur 
compound, collect a small amount and let students try out this “interesting” 
smell.  To replicate the smell, consider making a “rotten egg” – poke a hole 
in an uncooked egg and place in shoebox.  Within a couple of weeks, the 
sulfur smell will become obvious!  Boiled cabbage has a similar smell. 

This chemical process is actually important for the earth’s atmosphere.  
Read more here: 
http://www.natureworldnews.com/articles/4590/20131024/coral-
reefs-smell-ocean-fight-global-warming-study.htm  

 

   Sensory Play – Use your senses to experience the reef 
 

Coral Reefs: Nurseries of the Sea P1 
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Taste 

Ocean water is definitely salty.  But it has other chemicals too.  
To have students taste “ocean water”, try a “lite” salt mixed 
with water.  These types of salts have potassium and other 
minerals, in addition to sodium, and more accurately represent 
the taste of the ocean.  Mix 1 teaspoon “lite” salt with 2 cups 
of water. 

(Advanced) “Why is the Ocean Salty?” 
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED241328.pdf  

 

Sound 

What do think coral reefs sound like?  If you are thinking of the sound of 
gentle waves, you may be surprised! 

Listen to the sounds of the reef, and learn how fish larvae may use this 
sound to find reefs in which to grow.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tBCmIG7zKmU  

Have students describe the sound.  Is it more likely frying food, popcorn, or 
something else?  What items in the classrooms (such as crumpling paper) 
can be used to recreate the sound? 

 
Sight 

To see a reef in action, watch a live “reef cam” and/or to see the brilliant 
biodiversity of reef life, watch the video “Slow Life”. 

Live Web Cams 
https://reefcam.tv/ 
 
“Slow Life” (VIDEO -- 0:3:38, just over 3 and a half minutes long) 
http://marinebio.org/oceans/coral-reefs/   
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An infographic is a great way to communicate a lot of information in 
a visual way. 

1. Choose one of the benefits described on the panel.  Research to 
create more content on the benefit. 

2. Review the infographics in the Teachers Guide: Deep Dive for 
inspiration. 

3. Use hand-drawn images or images cut from magazines or webpages 
to create a collage and/or use a software program such as those 
found here: http://www.creativebloq.com/infographic/tools-2131971  

4. Review tips on how to make good infographics here: 
http://mediacause.org/7-tips-make-awesome-infographic/  

 

We like this infographic, made by 2nd graders. 

“The Great Pacific Garbage Patch” 
http://ow.ly/Q0uka  

 

 Corals are Amazing! P2 

   Create an Infographic Collage! 
 

http://www.creativebloq.com/infographic/tools-2131971
http://mediacause.org/7-tips-make-awesome-infographic/
http://ow.ly/Q0uka


 
 

 

 

Use plastic or wooden building blocks, cups, found objects, etc. and have 
students stack and/or glue them into a “coral reef”.   

Have students work in “slow motion” to represent how long it takes corals to 
build a reef.   

Twist!  For this twist, have a “Last is First” Race.  Give students an equal 
number of pieces.  The last person to finish building their reef (while 
continuously working) wins. 

 

You may be interested to know that coral reef conservation and Legos meet 
in real life! 

By mounting corals and algae on Legos, researchers at the National 
Environmental Research Program (NERP, Australia) can move them as 
needed, without disturbing their natural growth.  Amazing! 

http://eatlas.org.au/nerp-te/gbr-aims-combined-water-quality-climate-
effects-5-2  

 

  

   Build a Reef 
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The Five Ws refer to the basic information-gathering questions; Who, 
What, When, Where, Why (and How)  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Five_Ws 

Instructions:  For this exercise, have students write their own set of 
questions that they can ask about corals and answer by looking at the Panel 
“Corals are Amazing!” 

Example: 

Who builds the reef? 

What do corals eat? 

When did corals first evolve? 

Where are coral reefs located? 

Why is there sand on beaches? 

How long is the Great Barrier Reef? 

 

Twist! For this Twist, have students quiz each other on their questions. 

 

Twist!  For this Twist, have students write questions that aren’t obvious 
from the exhibit.  Then have the students research the answers. 

Example: 

Who is someone who explored coral reefs? 

What other animals eat corals? 

When was the first Marine Protected Area created? 

Where are corals most in danger? 

Why does climate change affect corals? 

How is illegal fishing stopped? 

 

   The Five Ws 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Five_Ws


 
 

 

 

We learned from the “Corals are Amazing!” panel that parrotfish nibble on 
corals.  But larger fish, such as moray eels, eat parrotfish.  At night, many 
species of parrotfish hide in crevasses within the reef.  They secrete a 
mucous cocoon around themselves.  It is thought that this “sleeping bag” 
masks their smell and keeps them safe from predators. 

 

Instructions:  This activity works best with a group of 15-30 participants.  
Each student is a parrotfish.  Keeping their choices to themselves (it’s a 
secret!), each student should pick someone else who is a moray eel (aka 
predator), and a second person who is a reef cave (aka protector). 

When the teacher says “Nighttime!” each student should attempt to place 
their “protector” between themselves and their “predator”. 

No grabbing aloud.  Running should only be allowed outside or when safe to 
do so. 

The group will take on different shapes and tends to become more frantic as 
time goes on.  Occasionally, the group reaches an impasse, such as 
everyone gets stuck in a corner, etc. 

The game is over when the teacher says “Daytime!”  Play more than once, 
it’s never the same twice! 

 

Twist!  Get into Character.  For this Twist, have the students discuss these 
questions related to the “characters” of Coral Cave, Moray Eels, and 
Parrotfish. 

How do corals feel about parrotfish? 

How do moray eels feel about coral caves?  (Hint: Morays also use coral 
crevasses and caves for protection and hiding.) 

How would corals feel about moray eels?  (Maybe they would like them 
because they keep parrotfish numbers in balance?) 

Have students improvise a short play with these characters and/or write and 
act out a play. 

  

   Moray Eels vs. Parrotfish 
 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Instructions: 

1. Save the file called “NatureExhibits-save-the-reef-game.pdf”. Print the 
file double-sided so that each card has a picture on the front and 
corresponding description on the back.  TIP! Print on cardstock paper 
for durability. 

2. Cut each page on the dashed line to make two cards per page. 
3. Let students find one or more solutions for each problem which 

threatens coral reefs.  Each problem has at least two solutions: a 
solution specific to that problem, and “Conservation Groups”.  “Marine 
Protected Areas” is another solution to most problems (students can 
decide if and how MPAs protect against climate change). 

 

Twist!  In this Twist, pass out the cards to individual students (or small 
groups).  Have the students stand on opposite sides of the class, Problem 
cards on one side and Solution cards on the other.  One card at a time, have 
the students holding the Solution cards find their “match”.  When done, both 
should sit.  The game is over when all students are sitting. 

(The movement of the students, from everyone standing to everyone sitting, 
allows the kinetic energy to reinforce the message that coral reefs face 
many dangers, and that many different solutions together can help save 
them.) 

 

Twist!  In this Twist, students review the Problem cards first.  Individually, 
or in groups, students can pick a Problem.  They then create an “invention” 
that will help solve that problem.  Students can draw a picture of their 
invention and write about how it works.  They can use the Solution cards as 
inspiration, or work entirely from their imaginations. 

See the Teachers Guide: Deep Dive, section P3, for a story on Boyan Slat, 
(now 20 yrs old) who has invented a machine to collect garbage from the 
ocean. 

Coral Reefs are in Danger P3 

   “Save the Reef!” Game 
 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/h34m7unjfnh4ztf/NatureExhibits-save-the-reef-game.pdf?dl=0


 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Creating laws to protect coral reefs is essential to their survival.  However, 
law enforcement is difficult and often thankless. 

The largest conviction to-date for coral smuggling in the U.S. occurred 
October, 2011. 

Instructions: Review the visual summaries below to discuss the crime and 
the conviction.  For lower grades, you may want them to read the summary 
for “lower grades” while you have the “upper grades” version to fill in more 
detail. 

Visual Summaries: 
Lower Grades (NatureExhibits-busted-lower.pdf) 
Upper Grades (NatureExhibits-busted-upper.pdf) 
 

Discuss the following questions: 

Why was taking and shipping black coral a crime? 

Did the punishments match the crime? 

What additional or alternative punishments would you suggest? 

Do you think the punishments will discourage poaching by other companies? 

 

More information on the case: 

http://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/us-virgin-islands-company-sentenced-illegal-
trade-protected-coral 
  
http://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/former-jewelry-company-executive-
sentenced-usvi-pay-11-million-fines-and-community-service 
  
http://ens-newswire.com/2011/10/27/black-coral-jewelry-manufacturers-
fined-millions-for-smuggling/ 
 

10 Things YOU Can Do P4 

   Busted! 
 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/zpapgkruxtv95n6/NatureExhibits-busted-lower.pdf?dl=0
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http://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/us-virgin-islands-company-sentenced-illegal-trade-protected-coral
http://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/us-virgin-islands-company-sentenced-illegal-trade-protected-coral
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http://ens-newswire.com/2011/10/27/black-coral-jewelry-manufacturers-fined-millions-for-smuggling/
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More information on illegal animal trading (in general): 

TRAFFIC, the wildlife trade monitoring network: http://www.traffic.org/ 

CITES, the website for the Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora: http://www.cites.org/  

 

  

http://www.traffic.org/
http://www.cites.org/


 
 

 

 

Plastic shopping bags are a danger to coral reefs.  Bags can smother reef 
structures and other animals.  Animals such as sea turtles often eat plastic 
bags by mistake (sea turtles think they are jellyfish, their natural food 
source).   

In this activity, students make a re-usable bag they and their parents will be 
proud to take to the store! 

Supplies: 

For our demo, we bought plain canvas bags from a craft supply store.  
However, students can bring in used bags from home to paint over and/or 
use a blank side. 

We also collected left-over craft supplies from home such as fabric paint and 
pens, bric-a-brac, fabric scraps (including old clothes), iron-on transfer 
paper, foam stamps, fusible webbing (this is used to make iron-on appliques 
from the fabric scraps.  You can also use fabric glue).  Most parents are glad 
to pass along these “leftovers”! 

1. Bags 
2. Craft supplies 
3. Basic coral reef shapes (NatureExhibits-bag-reef-shapes.pdf) use for 

appliques or cut out as stencils 
4. Iron-on message (optional) (NatureExhibits-bag-iron-on.pdf) 

 

 

   Decorate a Reusable Shopping Bag 
 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/29xjf86sc832cz4/NatureExhibits-bag-reef-shapes.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/7zox54pxyuzkjqi/NatureExhibits-bag-iron-on.pdf?dl=0


 
 

Instructions: 

1. Reviewing the exhibit, have students come up with a message about 
savings coral reefs.  And/or, use the iron-on message provided. 
2. Add the message to the bag first. 
3. Paint the background, if desired. 
4. Add reef shapes and other animal shapes either as appliques or with 
paint, sponges/stamps, etc.  When using the fusible webbing, iron a piece to 
the fabric first.  Then, trace as many shapes as you can fit.  Many students 
can share shapes from the same piece of fabric. 
5. Use your bag!  Most people think of using re-usable bags at the grocery 
store, but mall stores and “big box” stores are also great places to use your 
bag. 
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1.  

 

Want to know even more things you can do to help coral reefs?  Pick a 
project off this list. 

These items can be done by individuals, classrooms, or even schools! 

 

Adopt a coral   http://www.coralrestoration.org/adopt-a-coral/ 

Coral Restoration Foundation (Florida) grows nurseries of staghorn and 
elkhorn coral and then replants to coral depleted areas.   

 

Sign a Petition 

Action petitions alert elected officials about people opinion.  
http://www.biologicaldiversity.org/action/alerts/index.html  

NOTE:  This site collects personal information.  Please refer to your school’s 
policy on internet privacy.  You may be able to sign as “the classroom of…” 

Center for Biological Diversity (Tucson, AZ) 
http://www.biologicaldiversity.org/index.html  

Files petition with government agencies urging the classification of specific 
coral species, orange clownfish, species of damselfish, as “threatened” or 
“endangered”, triggering governmental protections for habitats.  In 2014, 
threatened litigation against the agencies and got 20 species of coral listed 
as “threatened”. (Top-rated Non-profit) 

 

Send an E-Card 

Share what you’ve learned about coral reefs by sending an e-card from The 
Nature Conservancy (Top-rate Non-profit) 
http://my.nature.org/ecards/filtered.html?ecard=coral-reef-ecards  

NOTE:  This site collects personal information.  Please refer to your school’s 
policy on internet privacy.  You may be able to sign as “the classroom of…” 

You can read more from The Nature Conservancy: “10 easy steps to help 
protect coral reefs” 

   Even More Things You Can Do to Help Save Coral Reefs 
 

http://www.coralrestoration.org/adopt-a-coral/
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http://www.nature.org/ourinitiatives/urgentissues/coralreefs/ways-to-help-
coral-reefs/index.htm  

 

Organize a Garbage Cleanup  

The Ocean Conservancy organizes the world’s largest garbage cleanup.  In 
2013, they had over 600,000 people participate in more than 10 countries 
around the world.  You can sign up to join their event here: 
http://www.oceanconservancy.org/our-work/international-coastal-
cleanup/sign-up-to-clean-up.html  

Learn about their latest event and get more ideas how to control trash here: 
http://www.oceanconservancy.org/our-work/marine-debris/2014-by-the-
numbers.html  

They even help you organize your own event! 

http://www.oceanconservancy.org/keep-the-coast-clear/organize-the-
cleanup.html  

If you want to organize your own event, contact your local garbage service 
company and read this helpful primer: 
http://www.zendergroup.org/docs/Spring_Cleanup_print.pdf 

 

Donate While You Shop 

iGive 
http://www.igive.com/welcome/lp16/cr60.cfm 
 
AmazonSmile 
http://smile.amazon.com/ 

 

Even More Things You Can Do 

Provided by NOAA:  http://coralreef.noaa.gov/getinvolved/whatyoucando/  

Short on time?  Try this: “One Minute, One Month, One Thing” from the 
Ocean Conservancy: http://www.oceanconservancy.org/keep-the-coast-
clear/one-minute-one-thing.html  
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