Meroplankton Match-up
Subject:  Science

Length:  30 minutes

Location:  Inside/Outside

Materials:  Meroplankton worksheet -  enlarge and paste on index cards (one/ card) 
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Objectives:  To allow students to recognize various planktonic forms. To compare the larval and adult forms of marine organisms.  To discuss adaptations of marine plankton.
Methods:  Students will match cards bearing pictures of planktonic and adult stages.  Discussion will follow.
Background:  Floating in the oceans and estuaries are microscopic plants and animals. They are known as plankton.  They are moved primarily by the ocean currents.  Most plankton are microscopic.  Plankton can be subdivided into two groups:  phytoplankton and zooplankton.  
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Phytoplankton (plant plankton) are responsible for collecting the sun's energy and making their own food (by photosynthesis).  These phytoplankton are eaten by zooplankton (animal plankton).  Zooplankton can be divided into two sub-groups:  holoplankton and meroplankton.  Holoplankton spend their whole life as plankton, drifting on the currents.  Meroplankton spend a small part of their life as plankton before changing to nektonic (free-swimming) or benthic (bottom-dwelling) organisms.  These include such organisms as fish, clams, mussels, barnacles, shrimp and sponges.  Some larval forms of meroplankton resemble the adult - like fish.  Others - like barnacles - do not.
Since zooplankton is at the mercy of the currents and gravity pulls them down, these organisms need adaptations to keep them afloat.  More food is available near the surface (ex:  Phytoplankton stay near the surface to get the sunlight needed for photosynthesis; zooplankton feeding on the phytoplankton will be there to catch them).  Planktonic organisms increase their surface area with hair-like projections that help them float.
Procedure:
-Photocopy and enlarge the critters from the Meroplankton Match-up worksheet, enough to make two sets of cards.  Paste one critter per card and mark the two sets so that the cards can be identified (ex: with a red mark vs a blue mark in the corner).  Laminate if desired.
-Discuss the definition of plankton with the students.  Explain that plankton is a lifestyle, not a group of organisms. Ask the students for examples they know.  Explain that plankton is the bottom rung of the food chain in the ocean (or in a pond).
-Write the words phytoplankton and zooplankton on the board.  Ask students to figure out the difference between the two. (Phyto refers to plant and Zoo refers to animals.)
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-Explain that zooplankton can be further subdivided into holoplankton and meroplankton. Have students give examples of each.  (Holoplankton:  copepods, krill;  Meroplankton:  oysters, crabs, barnacles)  The students will now take a closer look at the meroplankton.
-Divide the class into two equal groups.  Hand each group one set of the shuffled cards.  Have the students match the cards by laying the planktonic stage beside the adult stage on the floor. (If there are enough cards, hand a card to each student and have them stand beside their match once found.)
-Monitor each group to determine correct matches (Answers below).  Once the groups are finished, gather students for a discussion of their observations.  Were all the cards easy to match?  Discuss the similarities and differences in appearance of the planktonic and adult stages.

-Have students look at the planktonic larvae again.  Ask them why many have  "hairs."  These aid in keeping them toward the surface where food and currents are available.
Evaluation:  Ask students the importance of plankton.  Have them explain the difference between holoplankton and meroplankton.  Ask if meroplankton is important to them (seafood).
Extension:  

-Have students pick one of the organisms and research its life cycle further.  Report their findings to the class.

-Collect plankton (found in both fresh and salt water) and observe their movements.
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Answers to Meroplankton Match-Up
A - FISH

B - CRAB

C - BRISTLEWORM

D - BARNACLE

E - JELLYFISH

F - LOBSTER

G - CORAL

H - SNAIL

I - SEA STAR
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Meroplankton Match-up
Match the planktonic larvae above with the adults below.
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