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Lesson Plan: Ecosystem Detectives - The
Case of the Group Get-Togethers

Materials Needed:

¢ Notebook or paper

¢ Pencils, pens, or colored markers

Index cards (about 10-12)

A device with internet access (for watching short video clips)
Stopwatch or timer

Subject & Grade Level

Life Science, 6th Grade

Time Allotment

50 minutes

1. Learning Objectives

By the end of this lesson, the student (Cora) will be able to:

¢ Define and provide an example for competition and cooperation within an ecosystem.

¢ Identify and describe two examples of animal group behaviors (e.g., herding, schooling,
flocking).

¢ Create a short, illustrated story that accurately depicts a specific social interaction between
organisms, explaining how it helps them survive.

2. Alignment with Standards and Curriculum

This lesson aligns with the Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS):

e MS-LS2-2: Construct an explanation that predicts patterns of interactions among organisms
across multiple ecosystems. This lesson focuses on the foundational concepts of competition,
cooperation, and group behaviors that drive these patterns.

3. Instructional Strategies & Lesson Activities (Step-by-
Step)

Part 1: The Hook - A Surprising Team (5 minutes)

1. Engage (2 min): Start by showing a short, exciting video of meerkats working together as
lookouts. A good option is "Meerkats: Your Best Friends in the Desert" by National Geographic.
2. Ask (3 min): After the video, ask probing questions to spark curiosity:
o "What did you notice the meerkats doing? Were they all doing the same thing?"
o "Why do you think it's smarter for them to work together like that instead of all looking
for food alone?"
o "Can you think of any other animals that live or work in groups?"
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Jot down her initial ideas in the notebook.

Part 2: Defining the Interactions - Vocabulary Sort (15 minutes)

1. Introduce Concepts (5 min): Briefly introduce the key terms. Write them on separate index
cards: Competition, Cooperation, and Group Behavior. Explain them simply:

o Competition: When two or more organisms need the same limited resource (like food,
water, or space) to survive. It's a struggle! (e.g., Two hawks trying to catch the same
mouse).

o Cooperation: When organisms work together for a common purpose. This helps the
group! (e.g., The meerkats taking turns as lookouts).

o Group Behavior: Specific actions of a group that help them survive. We'll look at three
types: Herding (for protection), Schooling (for confusing predators), and Flocking (for
finding food/safety). Write these three on their own cards.

2. Interactive Sort (10 min): On five other index cards, write or draw simple scenarios.

o Two lions fighting over a zebra carcass.

o A pack of wolves hunting a large moose together.

o A huge group of zebras running from a predator.

o Thousands of fish swimming in the same direction.

o A V-formation of geese flying south.

Mix up the scenario cards. Ask Cora to match each scenario card to the correct vocabulary
card (Competition, Cooperation, Herding, Schooling, Flocking) and explain her reasoning for
each match. This is a hands-on way to check for understanding.

Part 3: Application - Ecosystem Detective (15 minutes)

1. Set the Scene (2 min): Tell Cora she is now an "Ecosystem Detective." Her job is to watch a
nature documentary clip and spot the interactions we just discussed.

2. Watch and Identify (8 min): Play a dynamic clip that shows multiple interactions, like a
scene from "Planet Earth" or "Our Planet" showing a savanna or coral reef. As she watches,
have her call out or jot down any examples of competition, cooperation, or specific group
behaviors she sees. Pause the video to discuss her observations. Ask: "What did you see there?
Was that cooperation? Why?"

3. Discuss Findings (5 min): After the clip, review her notes together. Discuss how these
behaviors help the animals survive in their specific environment. Ask, "How does schooling
help a fish avoid being eaten?" or "Why is it better for wolves to hunt in a pack?"

Part 4: Closure & Creative Synthesis - The Story of Survival (15 minutes)

1. Creative Prompt (10 min): Give Cora a choice. Ask her to pick ONE interaction she found
most interesting (e.g., wolves cooperating, fish schooling, lions competing). Her task is to
create a one-page "Story of Survival." This should include:

o A title.

o A simple, colorful illustration of the scene.

o 2-3 sentences explaining what is happening and why this behavior helps the animal(s)
survive.

This creative task moves beyond memorization to genuine application and synthesis.

2. Share and Reflect (5 min): Ask Cora to share her story and illustration with you. End with
one final question: "Based on what we learned today, do you think it is more common for
animals of the same species to compete or cooperate? Why do you think that?" This
encourages higher-level thinking.
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4. Engagement and Motivation

¢ Real-World Connection: Using high-quality nature videos makes the concepts tangible and
exciting.

¢ Interactive Elements: The card sort activity breaks up direct instruction and allows for
kinesthetic learning.

¢ Student Choice & Voice: The "Ecosystem Detective" framing adds a fun, game-like element,
and the final project allows Cora to choose the topic she finds most interesting, fostering
ownership of her learning.

5. Differentiation and Inclusivity

e For Support: If Cora struggles with the concepts, focus on just one type of interaction (e.g.,
cooperation) and find multiple video examples. For the final project, you can help her
brainstorm ideas or write the sentences together based on her verbal explanation.

¢ For Extension/Challenge: Introduce more complex symbiotic relationships like mutualism,
commensalism, and parasitism. She could research a specific pair of organisms (like the
clownfish and anemone) and add that to her story or create a new one.

¢ Inclusivity: The lesson uses universally observable animal behaviors, free from cultural bias.
The focus on visual (videos), auditory (discussion), and kinesthetic (card sort) activities caters
to different learning preferences.

6. Assessment Methods

¢ Formative (Ongoing):
o Observations of her reasoning during the card sort activity.
o Her verbal responses and questions during the "Ecosystem Detective" video analysis.
o The clarity of her ideas during discussions.
e Summative (End of Lesson):
o The "Story of Survival" project will serve as the primary assessment. It will be evaluated
on:
1. Accuracy in depicting the chosen social interaction.
2. Clarity of the explanation for how the behavior aids survival.
3. Creativity and effort in the illustration and storytelling.
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