
Activity 7-1. In the Web  
 
 
 
What’s the 
Point?  

Forest communities survive and thrive because energy flows into and through them, 
beginning with sunlight and eventually reaching every inhabitant, and also because every 
organism finds shelter somewhere in the environment. Sometimes shelter is found inside another 
organism!  
 In this activity, students individually research 30 kinds of living things that occur in the 
broad expanse of the Missouri River drainage. Each student “adopts” an organism or a group of 
organisms from the FireWorks Notebook, learns about its life history and fire ecology, and uses 
what is learned to build a living model of a resource web.  
 
Teacher’s Map: 
 Objective: Given information about a plant or animal, students can explain and dramatize 
its role in a resource web to other members of the class. 

Subjects: Science, Mathematics, Reading, Speaking and Listening, Social Studies, 
Library Media, Arts, Workplace Competencies 
 Duration: 1-2 hours of student preparation, 20 minutes for activity 
 

Links to Standards1: 
National Science Teachers’ Association—Grades K-4:  

C1) Identify needs of various organisms 
C2) Identify structures of various organisms and the needs they serve 
D3) Understand that the sun provides light and heat to earth 
F2) Understand source of resources  
 National Science Teachers’ Association—Grades 5-8:  
B3) Understand that energy is transferred in many ways 
B4) Identify ways in which energy moves in and out of a system 
C1) Describe structure and function in a living system 
C4) Recognize that ability to obtain and use resources, grow, reproduce… are essential 
for life 
C7) Recognize nature of energy and food webs 

North American Association for Environmental Education—Grades 
K-4:  
0A) Identify basic kinds of habitat and plants and animals living there 
0C) Describe aspects that change on temporal basis 
1C) Collect information about environment 

                                                           
1 See Appendix 4 of Smith and McMurray (2000) for links to Montana educational standards, grades K-4, 
5-8. 

Grade level: 
 X  Elementary 

 



2.2A) Understand similarities and differences among variety of organisms. Understand 
habitat 
2.2B) Understand that plants and animals have different characteristics and many are 
inherited 
2.2C) Understand basic ways organisms are related to environment and other organisms 
2.2D) Know that living things need energy to live and grow  
 North American Association for Environmental Education—Grades 
5-8:  
0A) Classify local ecosystems. Create food webs 
1C) Collect and locate reliable information about environment 
2.1C) Understand energy transfer 
2.2A) Understand biotic communities and adaptations 
2.2C) Understand interactions among organisms and populations 
2.2D) Understand how energy and matter flow in environment 
 

  
Vocabulary: animal, food web, resource web, fungus, parasite, plant, succession 
 
Materials 

In this trunk… … where? You must supply 
FireWorks Notebook for the 
Missouri River Country 
(pages are removable) 

MO River 
Box 

Art supplies for masks or puppets, or 
costumes 

cotton string Box A-- 
Hardware 
Box 

Scissors 
Lightweight, large, flat tray of cookies 
or other treats 
Copy of Class Page 13 (Assignment 
List) 
Copy of Student Page 20 (Getting to 
Know You) for each student 

Optional: If you wish to incorporate names 
for plants & animals in a Native language, 
find the “Plant and Animal Names for 
Missouri River Country” poster in Box B or 
use the Excel file Names_spreadsheet.xlsx, in 
Tables_of_Names on the CD in the Missouri 
River Box. 

 

 
  



Preparation  
Assign each student to research one of the organisms listed on the Assignment List, Class 

Page 13. Each of these is described in an essay in the FireWorks Notebook for the Missouri River 
Country. Assign the Prairie Grasses to a highly capable student or a team of 2-3 students.  

 

Pages of the FireWorks Notebook are removable, so students can borrow the page for 
their organisms to study and make their masks or costumes. Or they can read the same material 
from the CD-ROM included in the trunk or online (refer to www.firelab.org/con-ed/92-
fireworks). Record assignments on your copy of class Page 13. Students can supplement the 
Notebook information with references in the FireWorks Library and other resources. Students 
with advanced reading skills can consult the Fire Effects Information System at 
www.fs.fed.us/database/feis. 

In their research, students should think of themselves as becoming the local experts on 
their assigned organisms. Student Page 20 (Getting to Know You) is a worksheet to help them 
look for particular information and take notes on it.  

Ask students to depict what they have learned about their forest inhabitant in a costume, 
puppet, or mask. A student may need to talk about his or her organism at several times during its 
lifetime—perhaps as an egg and as an adult, perhaps right after a fire and then a hundred years 
later. To do this, students may want to make two items or create a changeable or reversible 

costume. 
 Explain the materials available and 
the time frame for the assignment. 
Find a volunteer from outside the class 
or play the role of “sunlight” or take 
this role yourself. Place your tray of 
cookies nearby.  
 
  

If you wish to use Native American names for the plants and animals featured in the Notebook, 
the trunk contains two resources that may help:  

1. a laminated poster listing a few names in the languages of the Lakota and Pikunii people, 
with plenty of space to add names and explanations in other languages. Find this in Box B. 

2. a file in Microsoft Excel that lists the organism names and has space for names in another 
language and explanations. Find this file on the CD in the Missouri River Box. The file is 
called Names_spreadsheet.xlsx, and it is in the folder Tables_of_Names.  

Work with someone who can provide and explain the words for various organisms; if possible, 
have that person meet with your class to teach them about the language and culture. 

http://www.firelab.org/con-ed/92-fireworks
http://www.firelab.org/con-ed/92-fireworks
http://www.fs.fed.us/database/feis


Procedure  
When all preparation is done..... 
1. Explain: Plants capture the sun's energy and store it in the chemicals that make up their 

tissues. Later, plants break these energy-storing chemicals apart and use that energy to grow, 
change, and reproduce. We have learned from experiments (Chapter 3 of the FireWorks 

curriculum) that fire releases some of the energy in 
plant tissues as heat and light.  Other living things can 
release that energy too, using it for their own growth, 

change, and reproduction. That’s how animals, including ourselves, obtain energy. 
 

INFO SPARK: Introduce or review concepts from your curriculum about the carbon 
cycle—photosynthesis and respiration (both cellular and pulmonary). Introduce or review 
concepts from your curriculum about resource webs, food webs and trophic levels.  

 
2. Ask students to introduce their organisms to the class. It may be best to feature a few 

organisms at a time over a few days rather than schedule them all at once.  
3. After all presentations have been done, explain that you’re going to do an activity that will 

bring all that knowledge together and show how interconnected the plants and animals are in 
Missouri River Country. Then ask student actors and actresses to stand in a circle wearing 
their masks/costumes. Have them stand pretty close, shoulder-to-shoulder.  

4. Have each student name the organism he or she represents.  
5. Give the string to the Sun.  
6. Have the Sun hold one end of the string and pass the ball to an organism that uses sunlight (a 

plant). 
7. Have the "plant" hold on to the string and pass the ball on to something that it’s related to, 

either as its energy source, a consumer of its energy, or in a shelter relationship. The bur oak, 
for instance, could pass the yarn to the wild turkey (which might eat its acorns) or the flicker 
(which might nest in its trunk). Each time someone claims the string, the ball becomes 
available for another to claim, either as a resource or as a consumer. Don’t treat the activity 
as a test with right/wrong answers; instead, encourage students to help each other by 
identifying their food and shelter relationships. Note that, if students always pass the ball 
under the web, sort of rolling it along the floor, the string will not be tangled and can be 
reused. 

8. Continue the activity until the person holding the string has no one to pass it to. Explain that 
other organisms, not included in this limited “cast of characters,” will use that organism’s 
energy. Worms and vultures are great examples! But don’t let the ball of string be stuck 
there; just pass it from the last organism back under the web to the sun, and keep going.  

9. When every organism in the ecosystem is connected to one or two others, you can stop 
passing the ball of string. But don't let students drop it yet!  

10. Ask them to hold the string firmly. This will make the web look a lot like a (somewhat 
disorganized) spider web. Now place your tray of "real" energy (cookies or other treats) on 
top of the string web, in a place where the string is criss-crossed enough to support it. 
Explain that this shows that the students themselves are part of the resource web that they are 
depicting. 

Sixth grader prepares her pileated 
woodpecker puppet for “In the Web.” 



11. Ask students to slowly, carefully ("on the count of three") bring their string web to the floor 
so they set the treats down without spilling. (This really gets them focused on cooperation, 
and it is usually successful. The uncertainty keeps it exciting.) Then let them share the treats. 

 
Evaluation: Write down the name of your organism. Write one sentence explaining where 
your organism gets energy. If it requires other organisms for energy, name one or two of them. 
Write another sentence explaining how your organism might be useful to the people of Missouri 
River Country.  
 
Closure: Remind students that energy is constantly being transferred from one living thing to 
another and that people are part of the web, capturing some of the energy for their own needs.  
 
Extensions 
1. Play the Wildfire Prevention Team Interactive ZIP game in the Teacher Box. This game 

discusses fire ecology in relationship to many species not mentioned in FireWorks materials. 
2. Soils are a crucial part of the earth’s energy webs. Explore the riches of soil using Activity 9 

in the Woodsy Owl Activity Guide, “A Great Recipe for Garbage.” 
3. Make tree and owl puppets. Directions are in Exploring Wood (in the Teacher Box), pp. 32 

and 62.  
  



 
Plant or Animal Student's name 

ANTS   
ARROWLEAF BALSAMROOT   
BALD EAGLE   
BISON   
BLACK BEAR   
BLACK-EYED SUSAN   
BUR OAK   
CHOKECHERRY   
CLARK'S NUTCRACKER   
COTTONWOOD   
COYOTE   
DEER MOUSE   
LIMBER PINE   
LODGEPOLE PINE   
MOUNTAIN PINE BEETLE   
NORTHERN FLICKER   
PLAINS PRICKLY-PEAR   
PONDEROSA PINE   
PRAIRIE DOG   
PRAIRIE GRASSES   
PRAIRIE TURNIP, BREADROOT   
PRONGHORN   
QUAKING ASPEN   
SASKATOON SERVICEBERRY   
SHARP-TAILED GROUSE   
WESTERN SNOWBERRY   
WESTERN YARROW   
WILD ONION   
WILD TURKEY   
WILLOWS   

Class Page  



       Getting to Know You 
 
       My name _____________________ 
 
       My organism __________________ 
 
Answer these questions about your plant or animal.  
 
1.  What is your organism—plant or animal? _______________________ 
 
 
1. How does your organism get energy?  If it gets energy from other organisms, list a few of 

them.  
 
       _______________________________________________________________ 
 
4. What other organisms gets energy from yours?   
 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
5. What kinds of plants usually live in your organism’s neighborhood?  
 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
6. Does your organism live best in places that are burned by surface fire, crown fire, or no fire 

at all?  
 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
7. Does it matter to your organism how long ago a fire occurred?  Explain. 
 

______________________________________________________________ 
 

Student Page  
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