
Features of a Coral Polyp 
Grade 3 Unit 3 Lesson 2 



Topics to be Covered… 

• What’s a polyp? 
• Day and night feeding behaviors of 

coral polyps 
• Coral Stressors 

 



Reef coral is made of many small 
individual animals called polyps.  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Each polyp builds a case of limestone around itself.  This case remains after the polyp has died, and forms a foundation for another polyp to build a house on.  The arrows are pointing to individual polyps.  



Is it a rock? 
It’s a type of rock! 

 Coral polyps make a stony 
structure out of calcium 
carbonate called the caylx 
in which they live 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Coral “rock” is the skeleton produced by the coral polyps. This coral skeleton is the foundation of the reef.  Without reef-building corals, there would be no coral reef ecosystem. The areas that look like holes in these coral skeletons are where the coral forms its caylx cup, which anchors the polyp to the reef. Now let’s learn more about the individual polyps that build these stony structures.



What’s a polyp? 

• The basic body form 
of a coral animal 

• Structure like a sac 
• The open end bears 

the mouth, which is 
surrounded by 
tentacles 

mouth 
tentacle 

epidermis 
Stomach 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A coral polyp begins its life as a tiny, free-swimming larva.  It settles on a hard support and will most likely never move again. Corals have some polyps that feed and some that are used for defense.  



What’s a polyp? 

• The outer epidermis 
is the outer tissue 
layer of the polyp. 

epidermis 



What’s a polyp? 

• The function of the 
mouth is to take in 
food and get rid of 
some waste products. 

Mouth 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Corals are carnivores that eat zooplankton.



What’s a polyp? 

• The function of the 
stomach is to digest 
the captured prey. 

Stomach 



What’s a polyp? 

• Tentacles help the coral 
to capture and ingest 
plankton for food, clear 
away debris from the 
mouth, and act as the 
animal’s primary means 
of defense. 

tentacle 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Tentacles help the coral to capture and ingest plankton for food, clear away debris from the mouth, and act as the animal’s primary means of defense. 



Nematocysts or Stinging cells  
tentacle 

nematocysts 

Close up of nematocysts  

located on the tentacles 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Nematocysts are microscopic stinging cells found on the tentacles of the coral polyp. They help the coral polyp capture food. These stinging cells can also help protect corals from predators. (in the slide above is an enlarged image of what these stinging cells look like close up.) The sting from these cells is similar to a jellyfish sting.Here is how the stinging cells or nematocysts work. The mouth takes water into the stomach, and through extensions in the stomach to the tentacles. That water pressure is used to fire the stinging nematocysts. Once the prey is captured by the stinging nematocysts on the tentacles. The tentacles pass the captured prey in through the mouth to be digested in the stomach.

http://oceanservice.noaa.gov/education/tutorial_corals/media/supp_coral01b.html


What’s a polyp? 

 
• Polyps have symbiotic 

algae, called 
zooxanthellae living in 
their outer epidermis 
cells. 

• Zooxanthellae make food 
for the polyp through 
photosynthesis 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Take a more in-depth look at zooxanthellae on the next slide. (pronounced: zo-zan-thel-ee)



Symbiosis: 
coral & zooxanthellae 

• symbiosis: a close relationship between 
two organisms usually based on food 
 

• If the zooxanthellae feeds the coral, what 
does the zooxanthellae get out of the 
relationship? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Symbiosis occurs when two organisms create a union in which each is benefited by the other.  The coral provides protection and access to light for the zooxanthellae.  This is why coral reefs grow so near the surface of the water where it is the sunniest – the algae need sunshine for photosynthesis.



When do corals eat? 
Coral must eat - it’s a consumer! 

Nematocysts are used to sting, catch, and kill prey 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Corals have feeding patterns that they follow. Most corals feed at night because the zooxanthellae do not get the sunlight that they need to go through photosynthesis, which provides nutrients to the polyp. The polyp must therefore get its nutrients another way. When prey comes along the nematocysts on the tentacles are used to sting, catch and kill the prey. The tentacles then pass the prey along to the mouth of the polyp and then into the stomach where it will be digested. During the day the polyp gets its nutrition from the zooxanthellae through photosynthesis.



Coral Stressors 
Ocean water is getting warmer 

 

When water gets too warm, zooxanthellae leave the coral tissue 

 

When zooxanthellae leave, corals lose their color AND food supply 

Coral 
Bleaching 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Coral reefs are very delicate ecosystems. If conditions are not just right this can put stress on the corals and negative things can happen to the corals and the organisms that live on the reef. One major stressor to corals is ocean temperature. If the temperature of the water gets too water the corals can become stressed and lose (or expel) their zooxanthellae in large numbers, the result is a living colony of coral that has lost most of its color.  If the loss of large amounts of symbiotic algae is severe or long term, the coral colony dies.



Coral Stressors: 
Human Impacts on Coral 

• Pollution 
• Tourism 

 

• Aquarium/Souvenir Trade 
• Overfishing 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Population growth and urban development currently rank among the greatest threats to coral reefs.  Storm water runoff carries fertilizers, sewage, and other pollution from humans into the ocean.  Overfishing has changed marine communities, allowing some organisms to dominate reefs that were once kept in check by large reef populations.  The aquarium and souvenir industry harvests many species of fish and invertebrates from the world’s coral reefs. Unfortunately, after the live fish are collected for the aquarium and souvenir industry, about half of them die as a result of poisoning or stress.  The increase in tourism is responsible for much of the increase in reef damage.  Divers and snorkelers may harm the corals by touching the polyps, while the boats transporting these people to the reef may damage the reef by dragging across coral heads.  



Hawaiian coral needs  
your protection 

• It has no voice 
• Speak up to educate others about our beautiful coral 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Reefs are useful to the environment and to people in a number of ways.  For example, they protect shores from the impact of waves and from storms; they provide benefits to humans in the form of food and medicine; and they provide economic benefits to local communities from tourism.



The End 
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