
Lesson 6:  Sea Hunt: Coral and Kin in Philippine Waters  

Subject: Science, Social Science 

Target Audience:  Grade 6-8 

Brief Background 
Coral reefs are breathtaking explosion of colors.  These colors mirror the 
patterns and hues of all the organisms living in them.  This lesson explores 
the theories behind the coloration and patterns in coral reef fishes.    

Objectives: 
•    Students learn about the theories explaining the importance of color and 
     patterns in coral reef fishes. 
 
Standards: 
National Council for Social Studies (NCSS) 
• Individual Development and Identity 
• Science, Technology and Society 
 
Common Core State Standards 
• English Language Arts 
• Science and Technical Subjects 
 
Materials Needed: 
Paper, pen/pencil, colors 
 
Keywords:  
Coral reefs, Camouflage, Countershading, Nocturnal, Flash coloration  
 
Procedure:   

1.  Students discuss the theories explaining the uses of color and patterns in 
coral reef fishes.   

a) Camouflage – camouflage is a way for reef animals to avoid predation 
or help capture a prey.   

b) Warning – certain color patterns can serve as warning to potential 
predators.  Brightly colored fish are some of the most venomous 
organisms in the reef (lionfish). 

c) Advertising – unique colors and behaviors for some animals advertise 
their unique function such as performing necessary service to other 
animals on the reef (cleaner wrasse).   



d) Countershading – common among fish that swim out in the open 
(shark).  Sharks have a darker dorsal (top) side and lighter ventral 
(bottom) side.  To an organism looking down, the shark will blend in 
with the darker water, while organisms from below will have difficulty 
picking the animal out against the lighter surface waters above.   

e) Nocturnal - many nocturnal (night-time) fish are red.  Red, the first 
wavelength of light to be absorbed underwater, disappears under low 
levels of light.  It practically makes a fish invisible (lionfish).       

f) Sexual - this may be the most significant reason for the various color 
patterns in the reef.  Males intensify their color patterning to attract a 
mate or when protecting nest areas.   

g) Misdirection - predators always attack from behind, which involves 
identifying the organisms’ front and back.  In fish logic, find the eyes 
then you will find the front.  Some reef fish have false eyespots at the 
other end of their bodies and hide the location of their eyes with 
eyebars (longnose butterfly fish).  

h) Flash coloration – many reef fish have vertical barring patterns 
(blackfin barracuda).  These patterns may help predators form a 
search image:  food = black and white vertical bars.  When the 
predator attacks, the prey flees and suddenly its search image has 
disappeared (black and white bars, when moving fast, appear as a 
solid gray).   

2.  In the Virtual Activity, Reef Fish Name Game, students match the correct 
names to the different coral reef fishes.  Students then observe their colors 
and different patterns.     

Assessment:   
     Students create their own coral reef ecosystem.  This ecosystem includes 

predators, prey, and other sources of food.  Students then create a fish that 
is highly adapted to this ecosystem.  Have them present their creation to the 
class and explain the unique characteristics of their fish.  

 


