
 

 
 
Title: Coral Reefs and Other Living Organisms in the Ocean 
Grade: K - 1 
Time: 3 – 4 class sessions without extension 
 
Na Hopena A‘o General Learner Outcomes 
NGSS or Other Standards 
K-LS1-1 From Molecules to Organisms: Structures and Processes 
Use observations to describe patterns of what plants and animals (including humans) 
need to survive. 
K-ESS3-1 Earth and Human Activity 
Use a model to represent the relationship between the needs of different plants and 
animals (including humans) and the places they live. 
K-ESS3-3 Earth and Human Activity 
Communicate solutions that will reduce the impact of humans on the land, water, air, 
and/or other living things in the local environment.* 
 
To the Teacher:  Connections to Place & Culture(s) 
 

Through the activities in this lesson, students will draw upon their own 
experiences at the beach and in the ocean.  They will identify, explore and compare 
different types of coral and begin to understand the interconnectedness of the 
environment and living organisms within the ocean, as well as how human actions in the 
ocean and on land may affect it.   

The ocean was an important component of the traditional ahupua‘a system in 
Hawai‘i.  Hawaiians worked carefully with their environment, taking only what they 
needed, making sure not to disrupt the fragile ecosystem.  Streams that flowed from the 
mountain down to the sea were precious life sources, providing sustenance for plants, 
animals, and life.  The ocean was an important source for physical as well as spiritual 
reasons.  They enjoyed it for food as well as leisure; using it for fishing, sailing, and 
surfing.  Hawaiians had different names for channels and divisions of the oceans and 
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were able to build fish pond systems called loko i‘a.  Kanaloa and Kāne are gods 
associated with the ocean, different ocean animals are considered ‘aumakua, or 
spiritual ancestors, and there are many mo‘olelo (stories) about the ocean.  More 
specifically, Hawai‘i’s coral reefs make up our sandy beaches, affect waves, and are 
home to many living organisms (many of which can be found nowhere else).  Coral, or 
ko‘a, are considered important building blocks of our islands, and are cited in the 
Kumulipo (creation chant).  The coral polyp was the first creature to emerge.  Ko‘a was 
also used as offerings at religious ceremonies and were also used to build heiau.  
Today, many people still use coral reefs and the ocean for food, leisure, and spiritual 
sustenance.  However, they face many challenges including pollution and over fishing.   
 
Materials:  Books about Coral, coral pieces, pictures of different types of coral, model 
magic clay, paint, paper, pencils, crayons, markers, and other materials for extension 
activities.  
 
Instructional Activities: 
 
1. Engage: Driving question, connect topic to prior knowledge, engage learners in 

concept, process or skills to be learned.  
 
• What is coral? 
• List all the things we know about coral reefs.   
• What are some different things we notice about them (color, shape, size, 

location, etc.)? 
• Have you seen coral before?  
• Is it living or non-living? 
• What types of plants and animals need/use coral?  

 



 
*Different colors can be used to layer information as it’s learned 

 
2. Explore: Which skills will be used?   What will students do? 
 

• Observe (touch, smell, see), describe, and draw different types of coral.  
• Identify coral (vs. rock or seaweed).  
• Explore/research in books to make generalizations about coral and other living 

organisms.   
• Construct coral using model magic and label 

 

 
 



3. Explain: What are main ideas and concepts?  How will they be constructed and 
explained by teacher and children? 

 
• Describe needs of coral (sunlight, just right temperature, algae, other living 

organisms). 
• Identify some dangers. 
• What other organisms rely on coral for survival?  
• Describe different shapes and types of coral.  Postulate how scientists gave 

certain coral their name (ex: brain coral, finger coral, etc.). 
• Introduce Hawaiian names for coral and other living organisms. 
• Introduce different ways Hawaiians used the ocean. 

 
4. Elaborate/Extend: Which process skills will be practiced? How will ideas be 

extended to new interests? 
 

• Read various books. 
• Have children look for coral when they go to the beach.  Come back and share.  
• Set up an ocean table in the classroom (put dead corals, shells, and other things 

found at the beach or in the ocean, include items children bring in). 
• Explore the relationship between organisms on the reef, modeling a food web. 
• Provide felt for children to create their own coral reef during free choice time. 
• Demonstrate and discuss different problems for the reefs. 

o Collect different items found on the shoreline and in the ocean of a beach 
in the community (trash, plastics, nets, rocks, leaves, etc.). 

o Place in a bag or box where children can’t see the items.  Have them 
guess what you brought back from the beach. 

o Pull out items one by one, have children talk about what they notice or 
react with how they feel 

o Discuss topic of marine debris, show photos and videos of the great 
pacific garbage patch, show marine debris collected from 
Papahānaumokuākea 

o Discuss solutions or ways to help.   
• Explore different types of animals that live in the ocean based on interests (ex: 

sharks/mano, turtles/honu, octopus/he‘e, etc.).  
• Field trip to Waikīkī Aquarium. 
• What Am I? Family involvement ocean animal guessing game book.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Child working on coral reef felt board 

 
 

Ways I can Mālama Honua (take care of our world) 

 
 

5. Evaluate: How will children show/know what they have learned and care about?   
 

• Class discussions, including anchor charts 
• Student work samples (writing samples, coral models, felt coral reef, posters) 
• Observations of student behavior 
• Engagement in activities  
• Na Hopena A‘o survey results 
• Student interest survey results 

 



           
Left: self-selected drawing on ipad 

Right: student writing sample (coral reefs is at Mākaha beach) 

 
Left: student work sample (A coral can look like a rock. Coral can help the fish to hide 
from bigger fish) 
Right: student advocacy poster (use less water, don’t take too much paper, always 
unplug the tv, you can stop catching too much fish) 
 
 



                                      
                Self-selected painting                                              Advocacy posters:  

            Top-throw trash in the trash can 
            Bottom-people fish for money.  
            Don’t catch  too much fish.  

 
 
Teacher reflection: what went well, what was important, how could the lesson be more 
effective?   
 

This was just one series of lessons that happened throughout the year in regards to 
place-based curriculum.  Na Hopena A‘o and Student Interest Surveys suggest positive 
outcomes in student engagement, learning, and sense of self and belonging.  Because 
the instruction and surveys were done in a kindergarten setting, some survey results 
may have questionable validity as end of year surveys were given in a whole group 
setting and student interpretation of the survey items may vary.  For example, for some 
survey items, I noted that children were coloring the sad face (no) because of how they 
felt about the statement, rather than in response to the question.  Despite this, it is 
evident that the children have developed attitudes towards sustainability and caring for 
their environment.  They went from throwing rubbish on the ground in the beginning of 
the year to picking it up and worrying about how it affects the animals at the end of the 
year.  Most show great interest in topics and learning about the world around them and 
were able to stay engaged and even guide their own learning because of this.  For 
example, they were independently looking through books at the pictures and words to 
make generalizations based on what they saw.  They have also become more aware of 
their surroundings.  I had many children bring in different items from the beach such as 
rocks (lava and coral), kukui nuts, and shells.  The children loved looking at (and 
smelling) the different items.  Learning about the ocean grabbed their attention because 
it’s something they spend a lot of time in.  They also showed great interest in sharks, so 
we headed in that direction as well.  They went from purely thinking about how sharks 
are harmful to us, to realizing how we are harmful to them (over fishing, money, etc.).  
Children’s writing, drawings, and conversations often included topics of the ocean 



during this time as well.  For example, children would be more descriptive in their trips 
to the beach and talk about things they saw that we have learned about such as coral, 
fish, and different plants.   

 
Results for the surveys are reported below.   
*Surveys were done on different days and participation was based on attendance for 
that day  
 
Na Hopena A’o End Of SY Survey  
 
 

 
*Ethnicity(s) were inputted as “choose all that apply.”  So, for example, 14 out of 19 or 

73.7% of students checked Native Hawaiian as one of their ethnicities.   
 
 

*For each survey item, the following 1-5 scale was used.   

 
 

 



 

 

 
 
 

 



 
 

 
 

 
Student Interest and Attitudes End of SY Survey (scale: 1-yes 2-maybe 3-no) 

 

 
*Ethnicity(s) were inputted as “choose all that apply.”  So, for example, 14 out of 19 or 

73.7% of students checked Native Hawaiian as one of their ethnicities.   



*For each survey item, the following 1-3 scale was used 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 



 
 

 
 

 

 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 

We were fortunate enough to get a grant for the Waikīkī Aquarium where all costs 
were paid and lunch was provided.  This was a perfect supplement to our learning about 
the coral reefs and the ocean.  Volunteers/docents gave a brief presentation in the 
beginning and talked about where the ocean animals Live, how they get their Oxygen, if 
they have a Vertebrate, and what they Eat (LOVE).  This was helpful to me as a teacher 
as well because it put the learning in a way I had not thought about, and the children 
actually understood these concepts.  The docents were very engaging and had a 
plethora of knowledge about all of the organisms we saw.  The children were very 
engaged and loved answering and asking questions about all of the animals.  I wanted 
another presenter to come in a share about different invertebrates, but was unable to 
find a time due to work schedules.   We also made a class book which involved families.  
Each child and family chose an ocean animal, researched about it, and created a page 
and illustration.  Because the purpose of this family engagement project was purely 
family engagement, I left it very open ended in the way they wanted to do it (for 
example: child drawn vs. parent and child drawn).  Most children and their families 
worked together to find information and do the illustration.  However, a few children did 
not get the family support, so 6th graders from our buddy class came to help.  Feedback 
I got from parents was really positive.  They enjoyed researching with their child and 
learning something new.  Many also stated how their children are able to spot and 
identify different creatures at the beach now.  This project was effective in connecting in 
class learning to home and also giving parents the opportunity to extend their child’s 
learning.  The children were so excited to see the finished product and would beg to 
read a page from the book.   

Because this was done in a kindergarten classroom, a lot of it was very 
introductory.  Much of it was exploratory and understanding how all the little pieces 
connect to the bigger picture.  If I had more time, I wish to have woven in the historical 
element much more.  In hindsight, a whole semester or even a year could be spent on 



exploring the coral reefs and the ocean.  Or perhaps, learning in another grade (like 1st 
grade) could build upon what was already explored in kindergarten to extend the and 
further develop the concepts of interconnectivity as well as how ancient Hawaiians used 
and cared for the ocean.   

Overall, this lesson (as well as other place-based ones) was very successful in 
engaging and exciting these young learners.  There is definitely value and it adds so 
much more depth and possibilities.  Vocabulary and concepts have been introduced 
that previously would not have been.  It also allowed for children to connect to and 
extend based on their experiences and interests, providing more self-guided learning.   
 
Sources: 
 

1. The 5 E’s: http://enhancinged.wgbh.org/research/eeeee.html   
2. 5 E Lesson Plan Template: 

http://www.ehhs.cmich.edu/~dnewby/5eLessontemplate.doc. 
3. State of Hawai‘i.  Division of Aquatic Resources. 

http://dlnr.hawaii.gov/dar/habitat/streams/cultural-importance/ 
4. A Living Reef Gives Our Islands Life. http://www.hawaii.edu/ssri/cron/files/pr_fs-

importance.pdf 
5. Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument.  Native Hawaiian Cultural 

Heritage. http://www.papahanaumokuakea.gov/heritage/ 
 

For Extension Activities: 
 

6. Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument.  A Real Monster: Marine 
Debris.  http://www.papahanaumokuakea.gov/monsternet.html 

7. Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument.  Twelve Tons of Marine 
Debris Removed from Papahānaumokuākea. 
http://www.papahanaumokuakea.gov/news/marine_debris_2016.html 

8. National Geographic.  The Great Pacific Garbage Patch.  
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/great-pacific-garbage-patch/ 

      9.   Youtube: Great Pacific Garbage Patch 
 
 

 
 


