
              
 Learning Activity 15 

Web of Life 
     

Lesson Prep 
 Make copies of the Characteristics of Ecosystems A and D Statements. 
 Make copies of the signs you will use for the plants and animals.  
 Note: this activity can be done either in the classroom or in a large 

outdoor area.  

 
Vocabulary 
Food web, food chain, abiotic, biotic, producer, consumer, decomposer 

 
Procedure 
Guided Practice 
• Students will physically create a food web using yarn while holding 

pictures of plants and animals.  
o Use the food chains students researched in Learning Activity 1: 

Who Lives Here? and the pictures of organisms that can be found 
in a schoolyard. 

• Have students stand in a circle. Give each student a sign to wear.  
o To start, use the sun and a variety of plants and animals.  

(The other abiotic factors are for later in the activity.) 
• Explain to students that the class is going to make a food web to 

learn more about how an ecosystem is interconnected and 
interdependent.  
o Ask “What does interconnected mean?”  Interconnected is how 

all aspects of an ecosystem are connected to each other.  
o “What about interdependence?” Interdependence refers to the 

fact that every form of life is dependent on other living things and 
natural resources in its environment, such as air, soil, and water. 

• Give the yarn to the student wearing the sun, because all life on 
earth starts with the sun. Have that student hold one end of the yarn 
and then pass the rest to a producer. 

• The producer holding the yarn then should pass the yarn to a 
consumer connected to it. That consumer can pass the yarn to a 
producer or consumer connected to it. 

• If a student is struggling to find a food web connection for their 
organism, you can add the option of using a different connection, 
such as “I am a barred owl. I find shelter in the oak tree.” 

• Continue having students pass the yarn until everyone is holding a 
piece of it. Some students may end up holding more than one piece 
of yarn. 

Learning Objectives: 
Students will understand that 
ecosystems are made up of 
interdependent biotic and abiotic 
factors. 
 
Nutshell/Skills: 
Students can describe how changes 
to one population in an ecosystem 
can impact many species. 
 
Science Essential Standards: 
5.L.2.1, 5.L.2.2, 5.L.2.3 
 
Time: 
45 minutes 
 
Teacher Materials:  
o Skein of yarn 
o Pictures of plants and animals   
 

Student Materials 
o Characteristics of Ecosystems A 

and D Statements 

https://ie.unc.edu/files/2019/06/5th_15Web-of-Life.pptx
https://ie.unc.edu/files/2019/06/5th_15Web-of-Life.pptx
https://ie.unc.edu/files/2019/06/5th_15Web-of-Life.pptx


• Have students move backwards until the yarn is taut.  
• Explain that they will be using the yarn to see connections within the food web and ecosystem using the 

web of life they have created. If they feel a tug on the yarn, then they should gently tug in response.  When 
they hear “pause”, they should stop tugging but still hold onto the yarn. Model this for students. Reinforce 
that everyone is gentle and still holding onto the yarn. Start by having the sun tug on the yarn and keep 
gently tugging until the whole web is moving. Point out that the whole web is connected. Once the whole 
web has been moving for a few seconds, ask the students to “pause.” 

• Ask “How does this illustrate the interconnectedness of an ecosystem?” (When one piece of the web pulls on 
the yarn, the rest of the web feels the effect.) 

• Go through several scenarios (see below) in which one or more organisms is initially affected, pulling on the 
yarn. Have students again tug on the yarn if they feel a tug. The whole web should be vibrating at the end of 
each scenario. You can ask students for scenarios suggestions, come up with your own, or use some of the 
suggestions below. 

• After a few rounds swap out some organisms for some of the abiotic factors. Ask what is missing from our 
ecosystem? (abiotic factors)  

• Scenario ideas: 
o The winds from a hurricane (or tornado) knock down all the trees.  
o A bird drops a kudzu (or wisteria or other invasive species) seed. The kudzu quickly blocks the sunlight 

and crowds out the milkweed and zinnias. 
o People harvest the pine trees for wood. 
o Lightning strikes the maple tree, knocking it down.  
o A rainstorm causes flooding. The earthworm drowns. 
o Drought causes all the plants, except the trees, to die. 
o A road is built through the area. The squirrel, deer, and fox are hit and killed by cars. 
o The raccoon eats a granola bar wrapper and chip bag dropped by humans. The raccoon gets sick and 

dies. 
o Part of the land is cleared to build a house. The milkweed only grew where the land was cleared. 
o To reduce mosquitoes, pesticides are sprayed in the area killing all the insects (honeybees, butterfly, 

grasshopper). 
o A nearby restaurant starts using the land as a place to dump their used cooking oil. This kills the clover 

and snake that were living where the oil is dumped. 
• With at least one scenario, talk through what would happen in more detail. What organism would be 

affected next? Would it be a negative effect on all the organisms? Which organisms might benefit? How? For 
example, if the raccoon dies from eating trash the animals it eats like the frog and grasshopper would 
increase in numbers which in turn causes what they eat to decrease, like the dandelions and clover. 

• Ask the students which piece of the ecosystem is the least important. Once they decide on one organism or 
abiotic factor, explain that this time instead of tugging on the yarn to see the connections that student will 
drop their piece of the yarn and step back from the circle. How does this affect our web of life? 

• You may want to briefly talk about positive impacts that people could have on this ecosystem. Ask the 
students for ideas. Ideas might include planting more native plants such as more milkweed to help the 
monarch butterfly and honeybees, picking up litter, and planting new trees. 

• Clean up: To undo the web, you can see if the students can remember the connections they made and pass 
the yarn in the opposite direction with each student winding back up the yarn into a ball. Another option is 
to have everyone drop their piece of yarn and have two students carefully wind up and untangle the yarn. 
To help keep the signs from getting tangled, you can store them on a coat hanger. 

 
Independent Work 
• Have students complete the Characteristics of Ecosystems A and D Statements. 

 
Assessment 
• Use the Characteristics of Ecosystems A and D Statements as an assessment to check for student 

understanding of food webs and the role organisms play in the food web.  



 
Opportunities for Extended Learning 

1. Activity: Have students stay in a circle with their signs but put away the yarn. If any students have abiotic 
factors currently, trade for a biotic factor. Have students think about yes or no questions about their food 
web.  Give some examples such as “Do you eat plants? Are you a carnivore? Are you a decomposer? Do you 
eat small mammals?” If the answer to the question is yes for the picture you have, move to a new spot in the 
circle. Remind students about how to move safely. To determine the leader for each round, you can mark a 
spot in the circle as the leader’s spot, so that whoever is standing there asks the next question. 

2. Activity: Take the Web of Life one step further to help students understand the connections between 
ecosystems, ecosystem services they provide to humans (air quality, water quality, etc.), and human health 
by conducting the Connecting Ecosystems and Human Health activity from the US EPA.  

3. Videos:  
o Crash Course Kids video “Home Sweet Habitat” (introduction to food webs including decomposers) (4:41) 
o Crash Course Kids video “Food Webs” (how a change to one species affects whole web) (3:51)  

 
Behavior Management Tips 
♦ You can do the activity sitting or standing. You may choose to start standing up and once the web is 

complete challenge students to sit in unison so that the web is not changed or vice versa. 
♦ Make sure to model behavior for passing, holding, and tugging on the yarn. Be sure to remind them of this 

throughout the activity. 

 

https://www.epa.gov/enviroatlas/connecting-ecosystems-and-human-health
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p15IrEuhYmo&index=8&list=PLhz12vamHOnZv8kM6Xo6AbluwIIVpulio
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vtb3I8Vzlfg&list=PLhz12vamHOnZv8kM6Xo6AbluwIIVpulio&index=9

