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Strange Partners: Exploring the Hidden
World of Symbiosis
Just like stories often feature characters whose fates are intertwined in unexpected ways, the natural
world is full of organisms living together in incredibly close, and sometimes strange, partnerships.
Today, we delve into the science of these connections: symbiosis.

Part 1: Introduction - Unseen Alliances (15 mins)
Think about characters in stories who rely on each other, sometimes for good, sometimes not so
much. Nature operates similarly. Symbiosis means 'living together'. It describes any long-term, close
interaction between two different biological species. These relationships aren't always friendly; they
range from mutually beneficial to downright exploitative.

Activity:

Watch this introductory video on Symbiosis (Search for 'Amoeba Sisters Symbiosis' - Provides a1.
clear, engaging overview).
In your notebook, write down your initial definition of symbiosis based on the video.2.
Brainstorm: Can you think of any examples of organisms living closely together before we dive3.
deeper? (e.g., bees and flowers?)

Part 2: Exploring the Types of Symbiosis (30 mins)
There are three main types of symbiotic relationships. Let's explore these 'strange partnerships':

Mutualism (+/+): Both partners benefit. It's a win-win! Think of ancient pacts or alliances
where both sides gain strength.

Example 1: Bees and Flowers. Bees get nectar (food), flowers get pollinated
(reproduction).
Example 2: Gut Bacteria in Humans. Bacteria get a home and food, humans get help
digesting food and synthesizing vitamins.
Example 3 (Gaiman-esque vibe): Lichen. A partnership between a fungus and an alga (or
cyanobacterium). The fungus provides structure and moisture retention, the alga
provides food via photosynthesis. They can live in harsh places neither could survive
alone – like pioneers on bare rock.

Commensalism (+/0): One partner benefits, the other is largely unaffected (neither harmed
nor helped). Like a quiet observer benefiting from proximity.

Example 1: Barnacles on a Whale. Barnacles get a free ride and access to nutrient-rich
waters, the whale is generally unaffected.
Example 2: Cattle Egrets and Livestock. Egrets eat insects stirred up by grazing cattle.
The cattle are unaffected, the egrets get an easy meal.

Parasitism (+/-): One partner (the parasite) benefits at the expense of the other (the host).
This is where nature gets a bit darker, like creatures feeding off others' life force.

Example 1: Ticks feeding on a Dog. The tick gets a blood meal, the dog loses blood, can
get skin irritation, and potentially diseases.
Example 2: Tapeworms in Humans. The tapeworm absorbs nutrients from the host's
intestine, causing malnutrition for the host.
Example 3 (Gaiman-esque vibe): Cordyceps Fungus. This terrifying fungus infects
insects, manipulating their behavior (e.g., making an ant climb high and clamp onto a
leaf) before killing them and sprouting from their bodies to release spores. It's real-life
body-snatching!
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Activity:

For each type (Mutualism, Commensalism, Parasitism), find ONE additional interesting example1.
online. Look for unusual or striking ones (e.g., cleaner fish, anglerfish bioluminescent bacteria,
parasitoid wasps, mistletoe).
Write down the two partners for each example and briefly explain why it fits that category2.
(+/+, +/0, +/-).

Part 3: Creative Exploration - Weaving the Tale (25 mins)
Now, let's use your imagination, tapping into that sense of wonder and weirdness found in
speculative fiction.

Activity: Choose ONE option:

Option A: Describe a Real Wonder: Choose one *real* symbiotic relationship we discussed1.
(or one you found) that you find particularly fascinating or strange (like the Cordyceps, Lichen,
or deep-sea vent creatures). Write a short descriptive piece (1-2 paragraphs) about it. Try to
use evocative language – imagine you are describing this 'strange partnership' for a story.
Focus on the relationship and the environment.
Option B: Invent a Symbiosis: Imagine a creature or pair of organisms from a fantasy or sci-2.
fi setting (perhaps inspired by creatures in stories you enjoy). Describe their symbiotic
relationship. What kind is it (Mutualism, Commensalism, Parasitism)? How do they interact?
What are the benefits and costs for each? Be creative!

Part 4: Conclusion & Reflection (10 mins)
Symbiosis demonstrates the intricate web of life. These relationships, from beneficial alliances to
parasitic manipulations, shape ecosystems and drive evolution. Understanding them helps us see
the hidden connections all around us, revealing that nature is often stranger and more complex than
we imagine.

Activity:

In your notebook, answer the following:1.
Summarize the three main types of symbiosis in your own words.
Which symbiotic relationship that you learned about today did you find the most
surprising or interesting? Why?
How does the concept of symbiosis change how you view interactions in nature?

Optional Extension: Research 'coevolution' in the context of symbiotic relationships. How do
partners in symbiosis influence each other's evolution over time?


