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Objective  
Students will be able to demonstrate their 

understanding of trophic levels by participating in a 

game about producers and consumers.  

Students will be able to identify the members of 

different trophic levels in a system.  

Students will understand that all energy ultimately 

comes from the sun. 

 
Materials 
Provided in Kit: 

• 2 sets of role label necklaces 

- Trophic levels (Producers, Consumers, etc.) 

- Simplified (Herbivores, Ominivores, etc.) 

 
Background Information 
 

Energy travels through ecosystems starting with producers that make their own 

food by using the energy from sunlight. Primary consumers, phytophagous organisms 

(herbivores) feed on producers, while secondary consumers (omnivores and carnivores) 

feed on the primary consumers. Tertiary consumers feed on secondary consumers. 

Finally, decomposers feed on the dead organic matter that results from the life cycles of 

other organisms, recycling the nutrients bound within the dead organic matter back into 

the ecosystem. Each of these levels of feeding is called a trophic level. Trophic levels 

allow us to understand how energy flows throughout a system. Each trophic level is 

important for efficiently recycling materials in the environment. 
 

Appropriate Grade Level: 2nd-8th 
 
Time Required: 30 min – 1 hr  
 
Curriculum Benchmarks: 2.2L.1, 
3.2L.1, 4.2L.1, 5.1L.1, 5.2L.1, 
6.2L.2, 7.2L.2, 8.2P.2 
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Activity 
 

1. Randomly distribute player roles among everyone. There will only be one “sun” 

player, but all other roles are variable. There will need to be producers, primary 

consumers, secondary consumers, tertiary consumers, and decomposers. (Or 

Plants, Herbivores, Carnivores, Omnivores, Decomposers for younger groups) 

Choose a maximum of three decomposers because they will continuously be in 

play. If the group is small, only one decomposer is necessary. 

2. Form a circle around the playing area. 

3. Review the roles to ensure that everyone knows what they are supposed to eat and 

what eats them. Read the rules (see Additional Information below). Let the 

learners know that at random times throughout the game you might announce new 

rules. 

4. The game begins with the “sun” player standing in the middle of the playing area. 

5. Let the learners play the game for several minutes before announcing that the 

decomposers are to sit down. Once the game comes to a stand still, reintroduce 

the decomposers. After a bit more time, ask the “sun” player to sit down. 

6. Continue experimenting with the game as you see fit. 

7. After the game is over, engage the learners in a discussion about what they 

experienced. Ask them what they noticed when the decomposers were removed 

from the system. Ask about what they noticed when the sun was removed. 

8. Optional reflective essay question, “What is the ultimate source of energy on 

Earth and how does it become food for other organisms?” The answer would be 

the sun and should be followed by a simple explanation of the four main trophic 

levels. 
 
 

Extensions  
 

α. This activity could be partnered with the “What's Going On?” activity included in 

this kit to further illustrate the concept of systems and interacting components. 
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β. With older learners, this game can be made more complex by having learners pick 

more specific organisms. For instance, someone could be an omnivore and choose 

whether to eat a plant, animal, or fungus. Alternatively, the game could be 

modeled after a particular ecosystem and roles could be distributed as organisms 

of that ecosystem. 
 
 
Glossary 
 
Trophic: of or relating to feeding and nutrition 

 

Producer: an organism that can produce its own food (plants - photosynthesis) 

 

Primary Consumer: an organism that primarily feeds on producers 

 

Secondary Consumer: an organism that feeds on primary consumers 

 

Saprotroph: an organism that feeds on dead organic matter 

 

Decomposer: (see saprotroph) 

 

System: a set of interacting components 
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Additional Information  

Rules of the Game: 

1) If a food source is available, wait 3 seconds and then enter the playing space. 

2) If no food source is available, step back out of the playing space and wait 5 seconds. 

3) “Tap” a food source to feed. Wait 3 seconds before “taps.” 

4) When a player is tapped, that player must freeze and raise their hand, signifying that 

 they are now dead organic matter to be decomposed. That player must remain 

 frozen  until tapped by a decomposer. After being decomposed the player then 

 steps outside of the playing area and waits for an available food source again. 

5) If a player remains outside of the playing space for 10 seconds, they become extinct. 

The objective of the game is to keep energy cycling as long as possible. 

 

 

For the sake of simplicity, tertiary consumers should only feed on secondary consumers. 

For younger learners, the game can be modified to contain plants, herbivores, carnivores, 

omnivores, and decomposers instead of trophic levels. 

 

The game could be modified to model a local ecosystem with the learners choosing 

specific organisms in that environment to emulate. 

 

 

A basic understanding of dynamic systems is important to developing a more in 

depth discussion during this lesson. Refer to the “Background Information” for the 

“What's Going On?” lesson for a quick overview of systems science and the vocabulary 

that goes along with it. 


