
Protect the Connection 
 
 

Grade(s): 2-5 
 
Subject: Science 
 
GPS: S4L1 a,b,c,d 
 
Time Required: 30 Minutes 
 
Setting: Indoors or Outdoors 
 
Materials for up to 20 students: 
Copy of picture pages 
String – 35 yards 
5 inch dowel 
Tape, paperclips, or clothespins 
 
Objectives:  
 Students will be able to describe a food web/chain and the parts the organisms in that 
community play as producers, consumers, and decomposers. They will be able to discuss the 
flow of energy through a food web. They will be able to predict the effects of natural and man-
made influences on the food web and thus the ecosystem. 
 
Vocabulary: 
 Ecosystem – a collection of organisms and the environment in which they live 
 Organism – an individual living thing 

Food Web – a group of organisms that live together in a community and depend on 
the other organisms for food 

Producer – an organism that is able to produce its own food and is food for a  
consumer 

 Consumer – an organism that feeds on other organisms in a food web or chain 
 Decomposer – an organism that feeds on and breaks down other organisms into  

nutrients  
 Native Plant – a plant that grows naturally in a specific area 
 Non-Native Invasive Plant – a fast-growing plant that is brought into an area where it  

does not live naturally and results in an adverse effect on the environment 
 
Background: 
 An ecosystem is made up of organisms including animals, plants, and fungi. Each has 
a role in their community as one of the following: producer, consumer, or decomposer. Each 
role is connected to and dependent on another role for their survival - for example, 
consumers eat producers. These connections create a food web. This food web, and thus its 
organisms, can be adversely affected by many outside influences. One effect comes from the 
introduction of non-native invasive plants. 
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Non-native invasive plants can adversely affect other plants to the extent of displacing them 
from the ecosystem. This results in the absence of a vital producer and thus breaks the food 
web, affecting all organisms. 
 
 Preparation for Activities: 
  Wrap the string around the dowel so it can be unwound easily. Use the copy pages to 
make pictures of the parts of a food web, one for each student. (For more than 20 students, 
divide the group in half and copy enough pictures to have two complete food webs.) Prior to 
the activity, discuss with the students the definition of a food web/chain, the definition and 
importance of producers, consumers, and decomposers, and their role in a food web. 
 
Activities: 
 
1. Creation of a Food Web:  
 Give each student a picture of a part of the food web (except for Kudzu). Have each 
student tape or clip their picture to the front of their shirt so it can be seen by their classmates. 
Have them make a large circle facing inwards. Have each student tell the class what their 
picture is. Explain to the students that each of them is a vital part of an ecosystem and that 
they all depend on each other for survival.  

• Begin creating the food web by asking the group which student has a picture of 
something that every organism in their ecosystem needs for survival. They should say 
the sun and the water.  

• Give the sun student the end of the string. Unroll the string enough to reach the water 
student and have them hold it.  

• Next ask what most animals, including insects, eat. They will say plants. Unroll the 
string allowing each plant student to hold it. Discuss the role of plants in their community 
(producers). 

• Ask the students to raise their hands if their picture eats the plants or parts of the plants 
like nectar or seeds. These students should include the butterfly, bee, grasshopper, 
squirrel, chipmunks and songbirds. Discuss why these are consumers. Unroll the string 
so these students can hold on to it.  

• Continue this process with the rest of the consumers in the ecosystem (who eats whom).  
• Ask the students to look at the organisms that are left (snail and fungi) and state their 

role in the community (decomposers). Unroll the string to each decomposer. Have the 
students discuss the role of decomposers.  

• Each student should be holding the string and it should crisscross inside the circle 
forming a web. Discuss that even though the organisms have different roles in the 
community, they are all connected in the food web.  

• Discuss the energy flow through the web. 
 
2. Invasive Intervention: 
 Explain to the students the difference in native and non-native plants. (All plant 
pictures they are holding are native plants.) Define non-native invasive plants. Show the 
picture of kudzu. Discuss what happens when a non-native invasive plant like kudzu moves 
into the ecosystem. The native and non-native plants compete for sunlight, water, and 
nutrients. Non-native invasive plants often grow faster than natives. Eventually the kudzu 

22



would cover all the other plants in this community and make it impossible for the native plants 
to survive.  

• To demonstrate the effect of this act on the food web, have each plant student pull on 
their string. The act of pulling represents the absence of this plant from the community.  

• When the other students feel this pull, have them tug on their string. Their tug means 
they would have nothing to eat and would not survive.  

• This continues until all the organisms in the food chain are pulling on the string. This 
demonstrates that all the organisms in the web are connected to and depend on each 
other for survival and if one group of organisms is hurt or killed, it affects all organisms 
in the ecosystem. 

• Discuss other factors that may affect the food web (examples: pollution, fire, disease, 
etc.), and if these effects could be prevented. 

     
Evaluation:  
 Divide the students into small groups. Have each group write down a food web/chain 
using at least 5 organisms. For example: Sun, water, grass, grasshopper, frog, hawk, 
millipede. Have the students describe their food chain to the class and the part each 
organism plays in the chain. 
  
Extension:  
 Have the class suggest one thing or event that would break the chain. Have the group 
discuss whether this break is a natural occurrence (ex. A fire caused by lightning), or an 
unnatural occurrence that could be prevented (ex. pollution by man). 
 
References: 
 Adapted with permission from Invaders of the Forest 2005 WEEB, WDNR, Park 
People of Milwaukee County 
 http://dictionary.reference.com/ 
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page 
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