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Food webs and feeding relationships







Food Web Tug 

Learning Intention 
Students understand the interdependence of organisms in an ecosystem.

This activity can be used once your students have established the food web and feeding relationships in an ecosystem they are studying. 

Students can understand relationships in ecosystems at a range of levels. This game is suitable for older primary students with an understanding of simple food webs however secondary students playing the game can apply their increased understanding of the complexities of the relationships within ecosystems.

Description    
Give each student a sign card with a name of a plant or animal from the food web you have studied.  Make sure the names allocated represent organisms at all trophic levels of the food web. 
Have everyone stand in a circle and give one student the ball of string to start the game. They must hold on to the free end of the string and pass the ball onto another organism they would have a feeding relationship with (simple predator prey relationship or more complex competition for food or detritus feeding).
The student who receives the ball of string holds onto a portion of the string and then hands it off to another organism, stating the nature of the feeding relationship involved.
Keep the string moving until a web is built up that links all the members of the group. 
When a web is built up suggest a change that might happen to the physical condition of the ecosystem that will cause organisms to die e.g. oil pollution in a marine ecosystem causes the birds to die. Have the birds tug sharply on the string. Explain that any other organism that can feel the tug on the string would be affected in some way.
Have every organism who felt the tug then tug on their string and show how the effect is passed through the organisms in the ecosystem.  It should take at most three turns at pulling at the string to demonstrate that all the organisms in the ecosystem are affected by the change.
Repeat using different changes that might effect the ecosystem e.g. a hot summer and nutrients entering the water from agricultural activity leads to a population explosion of algae, a fishing competition is held that takes a nominated number of fish, migratory birds depart, or an algal toxic bloom occurs.  
Students could make connections within the food web using relationships other than feeding e.g. shelter from elements, competition for physical space between members of same species and between species, providing oxygen, a place to grow, a place to live camouflaged from predators. Then repeat the process when an event that affects the ecosystem is considered.     

Safety considerations
Students need to be in a flat area.

Equipment
Large ball of string
Cards
Felt pen  

Location
School grounds or suitable area within the ecosystem being studied. 

Time
30 minutes to one hour 



Student processing/reflection
Students can reflect on:
what they leant from completing the activity about the interconnectedness of organisms within the ecosystem they are studying
why ecologists/scientists recognise that ecosystems are complex systems and use food webs as one diagrammatic way/theoretical device to explain relationships and interdependence in ecosystems
factors that can change how an ecosystem interrelates and functions and why it is difficult to predict the effects of these changes.
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