
Woodland Web (a program on interactions between organisms), done by Tracy S. Feldman 

on 6 July 2014 

 

1. Introductions:   

 

First, I would introduce the activity and ideas about connections between organisms.  No 

living thing is an island—every living thing depends on other living things.  I ask the 

participants if they can think of living things they interacted with today (hoping for 

examples of living things for food, shelter, etc.).  I asked them if they can think of living 

things we interact with that need us more than we need them (e.g. mosquitoes).  Then I 

asked them about what predators and prey are.  I introduced competition, asked them 

what that is, then talked about mutualism and asked if they could think of an example 

(e.g. pollination services for nectar/pollen food source).  

 

2. Interaction Freeze Tag:  
 

This game of “freeze tag” incorporates not only interactions between predators and prey, 

but also interactions between competitors and mutualists.  The scientific underpinnings 

for the game are that predators eat prey (or freeze them in the game).  Competitors (with 

the prey), by using the same resources as the prey, may end up slowing down the prey 

and making them easier for predators to catch.  For example, a particularly toxic plant 

that competes for resources with neighboring plants might not get eaten by herbivores, 

even though the surrounding plants do.  Mutualists sometimes protect prey species from 

their predators (e.g. ants and aphids), in exchange for food provided by the prey species 

(e.g. sugar provided by aphids). 

 

This activity requires cards letting people know their roles (predator, prey, competitor, 

mutualist, and perhaps saprophytes).  I made ¼ size paper sheets that were labeled and 

color coded (red for predators and prey, yellow for competitors, blue for mutualists, and 

white for saprophytes), printed them on card stock, laminated them, punched two holes in 

the top corners of each laminated card, and tied a string on it so participants could hang 

their labels around their necks while playing. Saprophytes can be cut from the game if 

necessary—these are better for older kids, and if you are working with larger groups 

(more than 10 or 20 people).  It works best with at least 5 participants (one predator, two 

prey, one competitor, and one mutualist).  I had people choose cards from a pile that was 

face down, so their role was a surprise.  People could switch roles if they were upset with 

their role.   

 

Predators chase prey items and try to tag them.  If prey are tagged, they must freeze.  

Competitors make prey move more slowly, so prey cannot run if a competitor is nearby, 

and predators can catch the prey more easily.  Mutualists can save prey from predators, 

either by preventing the predators from tagging prey in the first place, or by unfreezing 

tagged prey—they can do so even if a competitor is around.  If saprophytes are in the 

mix, they can either prevent a frozen prey from being unfrozen (even in the presence of a 

mutualist), or can cause that participant to be “out of the game” (they can come back as a 

predator, if you wish people to keep going with the game).  The game is over if all prey 
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are frozen, when there are no prey left, or when energy/interest of participants is flagging.  

We played two rounds of this game, and players switched roles between rounds.   

 

3. Interaction detectives:   
 

This activity gives the participants the opportunity to explore the woods and to look for 

examples of different types of interactions, or clues that they may be going on.  I framed 

the activity in terms of detective work, as we might not see all of the interactions we 

talked about, but that there are plenty of clues around that show interactions (e.g. 

thorns/poisons/urdicating hairs keeping herbivores away, flowers advertising for 

pollinators, or ).  I first gave a few examples (at least one of each type: dragonflies as 

predators of insects, plant/pollinator or bird/fruit/seed dispersal mutualisms, and 

competition between plants for light) as we walked to the site I chose for the activity, 

then asked people to look for clues for each type of interaction on their own.  I 

encouraged people to use notebooks to draw observations or to write down what they saw 

that might be a clue/evidence of some interaction between living things.  Then we got 

back together to share what we found.  I also point out plants they should avoid (poison 

ivy or stinging nettles, noseburn, etc.) 

 

4. Webbing game: 

 

This game is based upon a game in Joseph Cornell’s book (Cornell 1998, page 60), but 

his game only covers predator-prey interactions.  

 

I asked participants to choose cards with names and photographs of common local living 

things (printed on card stock on ¼ sheets of paper and laminated).  It works better if there 

are at least 10-12 organisms in the activity, so if there are only 5 or 6 people, have each 

person choose two cards.  Participants form a circle, and then suggest the ways that living 

things in the circle would interact with each other.  They should decide if the interaction 

could be a predator-prey (one is harmed), competitive (both are harmed), or mutualistic 

(both are helped) interaction.   For each interaction, I made a physical connection 

between the members of the circle with strands of yarn (color coded the same way as in 

the freeze-tag game: red for predator-prey, yellow for competition, blue for mutualism, 

and white for saprophytes if you use those).  At the end, we talked about our web, and 

what it might mean for the woods around us, or for us as people (humans should be one 

of the members of the web).   

 

I hope people will see that predation, competition and mutualisms are all important 

interactions, that all organisms are connected, and that organisms are usually involved in 

all types of interaction.  What do they think would happen if we added more organisms to 

the web?  If we took away organisms?   

 

Suggested list of organisms for a southeastern US deciduous forest web: 

a. redbud tree (flowers for pollinators) 

b. bumble bee 

c. Great-crested flycatcher 



d. mushroom on roots of tree 

e. Carolina rose (flowering shrub)  

f. Acadian flycatcher 

g. Gray fox 

h. white-footed mouse 

i. Red-shouldered hawk 

j. Black swallowtail butterfly/caterpillar 

k. eastern cottontail rabbit 

l. Sundrops (flowering herb) 

m. gray squirrel 

n. deer fly 

o. human 

p. gray squirrel 

q. hickory tree 

r. cedar waxwing (fruit-eating bird) 

s. black cherry tree 

 

 
 


