Time Needed: 3 Sessions @ 50 Minutes

Ecosystem mandala
Balance, Space, & Pattern

Ecosystem mandala
This lesson allows students to complete
research into an ecosystem of their choice,
where they can explore the inter-connection
of animals and plant-life within an
ecosystem. Students will draw a mandala
design, focusing on creating radial balance
and patterns around a central point.

ABOUT ECOSYSTEMS
An ecosystem is a community of living and
non-living organisms that work together as a system to
create an environment. The organisms in an ecosystem are linked by a transfer of
energy, either providing energy for other animals or consuming energy from natural
components. In an ecosystem, there is typically an apex predator with few or no
natural competitors for food. The animals that the apex predator eats are called
secondary consumers. The animals or food that the secondary consumers eat are
called primary consumers or producers.

What You’ll Need:
12” x 12” piece of white
sulphite paper
Pencil & eraser
Circle tracer
Fine point black marker
Colored pencils

Coral Reef Ecosystem. Image from: www.wikipedia.org
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Planning your mandala
CHOOSING AN ECOSYSTEM: This project offers a
chance for students to do some research into an
ecosystem that interests them.
Students will need to choose an ecosystem and
define the apex predator, secondary consumers and
primary consumers/producers to define the flow of
energy through the ecosystem in a food web.
APEX PREDATORS are animals that have little to
no natural predators. They are at the top of the food
chain.
SECONDARY CONSUMERS are animals that are
eaten directly by the apex predator.
PRIMARY CONSUMERS / PRODUCERS are the
animals or plants that the secondary consumers
consume.
I chose a specific ecosystem: the Florida
mangroves, but your can be less specific.
FINDING RESOURCES: For this project, I used the
book The Wondrous Workings of the Planet Earth by
Rachel Ignotofsky as a reference. This book features
beautiful illustrations and a wide variety of different
ecosystems with their food webs for students to
reference.
Students could also research online by conducting
a simple search for a food web or food chain of a
chosen ecosystem, which will give them the
information needed.
Note: most food chains are presented with the source of the energy first (the producers).
This project is opposite, where students choose the apex predator (which is at the end of a
food chain) first, then move down from there.
There are many different ecosystems in the world, but a simplified list of ecosystems in the
world are: Tropical Rainforest, Temperate Forests, Taiga, Grasslands, Desert, Tundra, River &
Stream and Coral Reefs.
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Planning your mandala
COMPLETING THE PLANNING SHEET: To
simplify the drawing process, print out one
copy of the Ecosystem Mandala Planning
Sheet on page 8 for each student.
Since students will be drawing each
animal multiple times, except for the apex
predator, it is important for student to draw
a simplified animal or plant in each box of
the worksheet. Creating a reference image
can speed up the drawing process, since students
won’t have to continually re-invent a drawing each time.
Start with the apex predator at the top. The apex predator will only be drawn
once, so it’s okay to make this one a bit more detailed.
Move down to the secondary consumers. The secondary consumers will be
animals that the apex predator eats. You will be repeating this animal several
times, so try to keep it simple. Drawing just the animal’s face is okay to simplify.
Finally, move down to the primary consumers / producers at the bottom. A
consumer is an animal, a producer is a plant. The primary consumers are those
animals or plants that the secondary consumers eat. You will draw these two
images the most on your paper, so ensure that they are simply drawn and easy to
re-create.
When students have completed their planning sheets, they are ready to begin
drawing!
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Beginning your drawing
PREPARING YOUR PAPER: A MANDALA is
a circular configuration of symbols or drawings.
Mandalas can have religious and political
meanings, or can be purely decorative. In a
mandala, there is a center image, surrounded
by images that repeat and extend from that
central image.
Start with a 12” x 12” piece of white sulphite
paper.
To get the correct POSITION of the animals,
you will fold your paper into EIGHTHS, which
will make it easier to plan and draw your
mandala and create RADIAL BALANCE.
First, fold your paper in half, corner to corner
to create a large TRIANGLE.
Fold the paper again in the same manner,
then one last time to. You are folding three
times total.
Crease the paper by sliding your finger along
the folds. Open the paper up. You should have
eight equal sections.
DRAWING THE APEX PREDATOR: Use a
small circle tracer and a pencil to make a circle
in the center of your paper. Inside that circle,
draw the apex predator. In my example, the
apex predator is the alligator. Use your planning
sheet for reference. You can add a decorative
border around the circle if you’d like to.
Use LINES to add TEXTURE to your animal to give it visual interest.
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Continuing your drawing
DRAWING THE SECONDARY CONSUMERS:
Draw one of the secondary consumers from your
planning sheet directly above the apex predator along
the fold line. In my example, that is the turtle. Skip a
fold line, then draw the same animal again. Continue
around the circle, skipping a fold each time. Your first
secondary consumers should be at north, east, south
and west.
Add the other secondary consumer along the fold
lines that you skipped in the previous step. Try to keep
the size of the secondary consumers in PROPORTION
with each other, meaning they are both the same size.
You will have four of each secondary consumers.
DRAWING THE PRIMARY CONSUMERS/
PRODUCERS: Choose one of the primary consumers/
producers and draw the the secondary consumer
above each of the secondary consumers, on the fold
lines.
Draw the other primary consumer/producer inbetween the original. You won’t have a fold line to
follow for this one, but you can follow around the
circle.
You will have eight of each of the primary
consumers/producers.
ADDING A LANDSCAPE ELEMENT: Finish off
your drawing by adding a defining landscape element
from the ecosystem that you have chosen around the
outside of your design.
For my ecosystem, this is the mangroves. But for
other ecosystems, it might be waves for water, leaves
or vines for a rainforest or mountains.
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Finishing touches
Trace your pencil lines with a
fine-tipped black marker. Once you
finish, you can use an eraser to get
rid of any extra pencil lines.
Color in your mandala with
colored pencils.
TIME SAVING TIP: Instead of
continually switching colored pencils
to color in a circular manner, which is
a typical process for children to
follow, have them color in all of the same animal before moving on to another animal.
For example: instead of switching from green to blue and back to green to color in the
turtles and birds in my example, color in all of the turtles green first, then color in all of the
birds in blue.
Color in the landscape element and all of the
NEGATIVE SPACE. Choose a color for the
background that CONTRASTS the animals to
help them stand out.
Encourage students to use good
CRAFTSMANSHIP while coloring in the
background.
This project can be completed with
several other variations of materials;
crayons, markers or a combination of
crayons, markers and colored pencils.
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Apex Predator

Secondary Consumer

Secondary Consumer

Primary consumer / producer

Primary Consumer / producer

Ecosystem mandala PLANNING SHEET
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Ecosystem mandala EXAMPLE
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National Core Arts Standards -

Sixth Grade

ECOSYSTEM MANDALA

C R E AT I N G

VA:Cr1.1.6a - Generate and conceptualize artistic ideas and work
- Combine concepts collaboratively to generate innovative ideas for
creating art.
VA:Cr2.1.6a - Organize and develop artistic ideas and work Demonstrate openness in trying new ideas, materials, methods, and
approaches in making works of art and design.

RESPONDING

VA:Re8.1.6a - Interpret intent and meaning in artistic work Interpret art by distinguishing between relevant and non-relevant
contextual information and analyzing subject matter, characteristics of
form and structure, and use of media to identify ideas and mood
conveyed.

Common Core Standards
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.6.1
Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence.
As students complete an artist statement (located in Teacher Aids), they are
supporting claims about what their artwork means. This requires them to
build their answer based on how they created the work as evidence pointing
toward the composition’s meaning.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.L.6.1
Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English grammar and usage
when writing or speaking.
You can emphasize to students the importance of using conventions of standard English grammar when
writing their answers to the artist statement worksheet. This is a wonderful way to help students see crosscurricular connections between subjects!
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.6.4
Present claims and findings, sequencing ideas logically and using pertinent descriptions, facts, and details
to accentuate main ideas or themes; use appropriate eye contact, adequate volume, and clear
pronunciation.
You can have students share with their table or the whole class what they have learned about their
ecosystem. Students can also share their finished composition and describe the transfer of energy
throughout their mandala.
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I Can Statements
ECOSYSTEM MANDALA

Today I will learn about SPACE so that I CAN
equally divide my paper into EIGHTHS and use
the fold lines to help me correctly position my animals.

Today I will learn about BALANCE so that I CAN create a

MANDALA design that radiates from a central point, creating
RADIAL BALANCE.

Today I will learn about LINE & REPETITION so that I CAN create

an alternating PATTERN to depict my ECOSYSTEM and simple
TEXTURE within my animals.

5-7

Teacher Assessment

5-7

Student Name:__________________ Class:__________ Project: Ecosystem Mandala

Did the student fold their paper into eighths and use
the fold lines to help them position their animals?
Did the student create a mandala design with radial
balance?
Did the student create an alternating pattern with
the animals within their ecosystem and use line to
add texture?
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STUDENT ASSESSMENT

5-7

Student Name:__________________ Class:__________ Project: Ecosystem Mandala
Time to evaluate your work! Review your project and check the box with your answer.

Excellent

Successful

Progressing

Criteria
Did you follow all steps?

Composition
Were you satisfied with
the end result?

Craftsmanship
Did you use the
supplies correctly?

Eﬀort
Did you do your best?
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Needs Work

