
Food Chain Checkers

A food chain is a group of living things that depend 
on one another for energy.  Energy is passed along 
the food chain. All living things need energy. They 
have different ways of getting the energy they 
need.  The living things at one end of almost all 
food chains make their food using sunlight, water, 
and carbon dioxide (such as plants and algae).  At 
the other end of food chains is a top predator, an 
animal that eats other animals and whom nothing 
else eats.

A simple food chain includes:
Producers: A species that can make its own 
food, usually using sunlight, water, and 
carbon dioxide through a process called 
photosynthesis.
First-order consumers: A species that eats 
only producers. It is also called an herbivore.
Second-order consumers: A species that eats 
herbivores. It is a type of carnivore.
Third-order consumer: A species that eats 
carnivores. If it has no predators, it is called a 
“top predator”.

Some living things have different patterns of 
eating, such as eating both producers and animals 
(omnivores) or eating dead and decaying life 
(decomposers).  Many types of bacteria and all 
types of fungi are decomposers.

In every food chain there are more individuals 

consumer needs to eat several producers to 

several herbivores to survive.  So the number of 
producers and herbivores must be higher than the 

•

•

•

•

The Players

For example, in this food chain one meal for a whale would be approximately 5000 herring.  Each of 
those herring has 6500 copepods in its stomach so that many herring would need 32,500,000 (32.5 
million) copepods for a meal. Each copepod eats 130,000 diatoms, so that many copepods would need 
4,225,000,000,000 (4.225 trillion) diatoms for a meal!

These producers are some 
of the most abundant in the 
world’s oceans.  Diatoms are 
a type of algae and are a part 
of the phytoplankton. They 

and make their own food by 
photosynthesis. 

second-

order consumers.  They are 

and North Atlantic oceans.  
When eating, they swim with 
their mouths open to catch 
zooplankton like copepods 
from the ocean water. 

These little animals are 
 and 

a part of the zooplankton.  
They belong to a group 
of invertebrates called 
arthropods and are related to 
shrimp. Copepods are found 
in oceans worldwide. 

Orca whales are 
and the top of this 

food chain.  They eat herring 
(and many other animals).  
Because other animals do 
not eat them, Orcas would 
usually only die of natural 
causes (if they were not 
affected by humans.)

Diatoms

Herring

Copepods

Orca Whales

What’s a food chain?

100 microns wide

Name: ________________________
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Food Chain Checkers: Directions for Round 1
Objective: Capture your prey! You do this by jumping over it.

To begin:
First decide which player will represent diatoms, copepods, 
herring, and whales. Record this at the right.
Each player puts six game pieces on the board in any 
squares he or she chooses. The diatom player gets to put his 

then the herring player, and then the Orca player.

To move: 
During your turn, you can move ONE of your pieces to any 
adjacent open square (including diagonal ones) or jump 
over your prey in an adjacent square. 
You can move in any direction on the board. 

You cannot jump pieces that are not your prey or move into 
a square if there is already someone there.

To capture your prey:
Capture a prey piece by jumping it. 
Capturing food allows your species to reproduce, so take 
the prey that you jumped off the board and replace it with 
a piece from your reserve.  

•

•

•

•

•

•
•

•

Play for 10 minutes and answer these questions... How many do you have 
on the board after 10 
minutes of play?

Diatoms

Copepods

Herring

Whales

How is this game like a real food chain?

How is this game not like a real food chain?

How can you make it better?  Suggest a way that you would change the rules of the game to better 

Record who is playing each species.

Name: ________________________
Will be diatoms.

Name: ________________________
Will be copepods.

Name: ________________________
Will be herring.

Name: ________________________
Will be Orca whales.
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Food Chain Checkers

A population is the number of individuals of a species that live in an area.   

in balance.  Having balance is very important for ecosystems.  More balanced ecosystems will often have 
populations that stay about the same size year after year. Ecosystems that are not balanced are more likely 
to have populations that grow or shrink year after year.

In Food Chain Checkers, 
The area where our populations live is the game board. 
The number of individuals is the number of game pieces in play on the board.  

By recording the total number of individuals of each species at several points during the game, you can 

the next page. 

•
•

Graphing Populations Over Time

Name: ________________________
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Populations Over Time: Round 1 

Populations Over Time: Round 2 
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