
Lesson 2: Coral Reef Role Play

Theme: Threats to Florida’s Coral Reef
Grade Levels: K-2

Duration: 45 minutes 

OBJECTIVES
• Recognize how the coral reef ecosystem and 

its inhabitants work together to survive. 
• Describe threats coral reefs face.
• Identify ways those threats can be reduced.

MATERIALS
• Lesson 2 PowerPoint.
• Coral Reef Species Picture Cards.
• Coral Reef Role Play.
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Next Generation Sunshine State Standards:

SC.K.N.1.5      Recognize that learning can come 
from careful observation.

SC.K.L.14.3      Observe plants and animals, 
describe how they are alike and 
how they are different in the way 
they look and in the things they do.

SC.1.N.1.1       Raise questions about the natural 
world, investigate them in teams 
through free exploration, and 
generate appropriate explanations 
based on those explorations.

SC.1.L.14.1       Using the five senses, make 
observations of living things  
and their environment.

SC.2.N.1.1       Raise questions about the natural 
world, investigate them in teams 
through free exploration and 
systematic observations, and 
generate appropriate explanations 
based on those explorations. 

SC.2.L.17.1       Compare and contrast the basic 
needs that all living things, 
including humans, have for survival.

SC.2.L.17.2       Recognize and explain that living 
things are found all over Earth, but 
each is only able to live in habitats 
that meet its basic needs.

Students will take on the role of species 
that live on Florida’s Coral Reef and 
demonstrate how they exist when the 
reef is healthy and what happens to each 
species when threats arrive. Students will 
learn about human-caused threats and 
environmental stressors.
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VOCABULARY

MARINE DEBRIS:  waste created by humans that either intentionally or unintentionally 
ends up in the ocean

POLLUTION:  harmful things that are released into the environment

OCEAN ACIDIFICATION: a chemical reaction in the ocean that makes it difficult for coral and 
other shell-building animals to survive 

CORAL BLEACHING: when corals are stressed, the algae called zooxanthellae (pronounced 
zoo-zan-thell-ee) that live inside the coral leaves, causing corals to lose 
their color and appear white

Background Information

Local Stressors in Southeast Florida
Land-based sources of pollution can either be manufactured substances or elevated levels of 
naturally present substances. In Southeast Florida, land-based pollutants include nutrients, heavy 
metals, pharmaceuticals, herbicides/pesticides, sediments, bacteria and marine debris. Pollutant 
levels can become unacceptable when they reach levels that degrade Florida’s Coral Reef and the 
creatures that call it home. Learn more about land-based sources of pollution1.

Maritime industry and coastal construction activities, including beach nourishment and 
dredging, can increase the sediment and stir up the water. Sediment particles or murky water 
block sunlight, which inhibits coral growth. Learn more about maritime industry and coastal 
construction impacts2.

Physical damage can be caused by dropping an anchor or running a boat aground on the reef. In a 
matter of seconds, an anchor can crush a giant coral that took more than 300 years to grow. Learn 
more about the DEP Reef Injury Prevention and Response Program3.

Incompatible fishing, scuba diving and snorkeling activities can create stress for reef resources. 
Stepping on corals with snorkeling fins can damage the reef, and overfishing disrupts food webs 
that keep coral reefs healthy.

Marine debris like soda cans, plastic bags and fishing equipment can entangle reef creatures, 
and they may mistake marine debris for food. Learn about the DEP Marine Debris Reporting and 
Removal Program4. 

Lack of public awareness and appreciation of the importance of Florida’s Coral Reef is a threat to 
this underwater treasure. Many Floridians are unaware that we have a coral reef so close to shore, 
which means they also are not aware of how their actions might harm the reef. Through outreach 
and education, we can help reduce the threat of human harm to Florida’s Coral Reef. Learn more 
about awareness and appreciation projects5.

1, 2, 3, 4, 5 hyperlinks can be found on page 5
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Global Stressors
What else affects Florida’s Coral Reef?  Warming ocean temperatures and other stressful 
environmental conditions can cause coral bleaching. Ocean acidification also makes it difficult for 
corals to build their skeletons.

Lesson Procedure

Coral Reef Threats
In the last lesson, we learned what corals are and how they grow. In this lesson, we will focus on 
Florida’s Coral Reef, the animals who live there, and threats to the reef and the animals who call 
the reef home. 

Did you know all the animals that live on the reef work together? Can you think of ways a coral 
reef helps the animals that make it their home?

• Florida’s Coral Reef provides shelter and food for many different animals, such as nurse sharks, 
spiny lobsters, fish, sea turtles and sponges.

• All the animals, plants and corals working and living together make up the coral reef ecosystem.
• Show pictures in the PowerPoint of animals that inhabit the reef.

What do you think could be harmful to a coral reef or the organisms that live there?
• Physical damage, like boaters dropping their anchors on the reef and people kicking or standing 

on the reef while snorkeling or scuba diving.
• Marine debris.
• Pollution that originates on land and flows into the ocean and out to the reef.
• Overfishing.
• Coral bleaching.
• Ocean acidification.

Take a look at an interactive coral reef6.

This highlights several species and the threats they face. You can project this from your board, or have 
students come up, tap on the board, and then explain the threats associated with each species.

Photo by FWC Fish and Wildlife Research Institute

6 hyperlink can be found on page 5
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Coral Reef Food Web Game

Now that we know more about the animals on Florida’s Coral Reef and some problems that 
happen to the reef, we are going to model the reef. Each of you will play a very special role of an 
animal that lives on the coral reef! 

• Pass out species cards to each student.
• Each student will play the role of a certain species.
• Form a circle around the room.
• As each species is named in the role play, students step inside the circle to act out their  

animal species.
• The story that ensues as students act around the circle will illustrate the animals that live on the 

reef and what happens to them when certain threats arise.
• At one point, all the animals will be inside the circle working together on the reef.
• By the end, most of the animals will step out of the circle because they can’t live there anymore 

due to the threats.

What did our coral reef look like before the threats?
All the animals were together and swimming happily on the reef.

What happened when the threats came to the reef?
The animals and the coral could not survive there anymore.

We want our coral reefs to stay healthy so the corals and all the animals that call the reef their 
home can live there! Let’s look at ways we can help the reef survive.
Share PowerPoint slides with the ways we can help.

• Conserve water – The less water you use, the less runoff and wastewater that eventually finds its 
way into the ocean.

• Turn off the lights – Energy efficiency helps reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Climate change is 
one of the biggest threats to coral reef survival.

• Do not touch corals or other creatures on the reef – Stirring up sediment can smother corals.
• Be a marine debris crusader - In addition to picking up your own trash, carry away trash others 

have left behind. Bring a litter bag with you when you play outside or walk your dog.
• Reduce, reuse and recycle – Reduce your use of plastics such as straws, bags and water bottles, or 

reuse when possible. Learn how and what you can recycle.
• Talk to your family and friends about Florida’s Coral Reef – Many people do not know that we 

have a coral reef in our backyard! Share the wonders of our underwater world with your friends 
and family.
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Hyperlink Web Addresses

Page 2

1 FloridaDEP.gov/RCP/coral/content/land-based-sources-pollution-focus-area

2 FloridaDEP.gov/RCP/coral/content/maritime-industry-and-coastal-construction-impacts-focus-
area 

3    FloridaDEP.gov/RCP/coral/content/reef-injury-prevention-and-response-program

4 FloridaDEP.gov/RCP/coral/content/southeast-florida-marine-debris-reporting-and-removal-
program

5 FloridaDEP.gov/RCP/coral/content/awareness-and-appreciation-focus-area
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6 CoralReef.NOAA.gov/interactivereef/interactivereef.html
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