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‘The Quest to Find Nemo’ has been produced by The 
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority in conjunction with 
Walt Disney Pictures and Pixar Animation Studios. 

Releasing to cinemas throughout Australia on 30 August 
2012 is the family feature film Finding Nemo. This Teachers’ 
Study Guide has been produced as an aid to teaching and 
analysing the film and the Great Barrier Reef in the classroom 
to coincide with the cinema release of Finding Nemo. 

Teachers are encouraged to read this guide both before 
and after viewing the film. Teachers’ Notes and Student 
Activities are clearly marked throughout the guide and  
may be photocopied for classroom use.

Part 1 comprises ‘pre-viewing activities’, for students to  
use before seeing the film. The questions in Part 1 could 
be used to investigate the setting, characters and story of 
the film. Post-viewing activities in Part 2 enable students  
to further explore the social world of the film’s characters, 
and issues of ‘identity’ and ‘difference’. In each section, 
activities are linked to grade levels, e.g. P-3, 4-7.

This study guide uses themes and issues from the  
film Finding Nemo as a basis for further study in the 
following key learning areas:

 English

 The Arts

 Studies of Society and Environment (SOSE)

 Science

 Health and Personal Development

Teachers will find that because of the subject matter the 
students are dealing with, some learning areas are more 
strongly represented than others. SOSE (The Study of Society 
and Environment) predominates, as the film deals exten-
sively with issues of ‘place’ and ‘space’, ‘media’, ‘change’, 
‘social structure’ and ‘environment’, traditionally associated 
with this field. Personal development (sometimes referred 
to as ‘Health’ in curriculum documents) also feature strongly 
as the film deals with ‘relationships’, ‘identity’, ‘feelings’, 
‘values and attitudes’. English and The Arts (particularly the 
visual arts and drama) are also prominent.  

Most activities involve students in a variety of learning 
areas (or subjects) as they work through their inquiries.  
An integrated approach opens up channels of investigation 
which subject-specific curricula may otherwise close,  
and allows students to gather and process ideas in a  
range of ways. 

For more information on the Great Barrier Reef Marin Park 
Authority, contact them via email info@gbrmpa.gov.au
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synopsis 

Film synopsis

A clownfish named Marlin lives in a safe and secluded  
cul-de-sac in the warm waters of the Great Barrier Reef 
with his only son Nemo. Fearful of the ocean and its 
unpredictable risks, Marlin struggles to protect his son.  
Like all other young fish, Nemo is eager to explore the 
mysterious Reef. When Nemo is unexpectedly captured, 
transported far from home, and thrust into a fish tank  
in a Sydney dentist’s office, Marlin finds himself the unlikely 
hero in an epic adventure to rescue his son. A Good 
Samaritan named Dory, a blue tang fish with the worst 
short-term memory and the biggest heart in the entire 
ocean, joins Marlin in his quest. As the two fish encounter 
numerous dangers on their journey, Dory’s optimism 
continually forces Marlin to overcome his fears and to find 
the courage to take risks. Like Dory, Marlin eventually 
believes that things will work out in the end. Confronting 
seabirds, water treatment systems and even man himself,  
a father and son’s fateful separation ends in triumph.

Synopsis of the study guide
In this study guide, students investigate the characters, 
setting and story from the film Finding Nemo. 

They explore the Great Barrier Reef, a global icon and  
one of the world’s natural wonders. It contains much of 
Australia’s marine biodiversity and is home to thousands  
of unique species, including 43 listed as rare or threatened 
by the World Conservation Union.

Students also study the characters in the film: how they 
came to be as they are, their sense of identity, self-
awareness, and belonging. Concepts of identity and 
difference are also examined.

Introduction

Why teach about the film in 
the classroom? 
Film is a powerful medium that entertains, informs and 
often breaks through the boundaries of our imagination. 
Children continually learn from the things they see and  
hear on film. Teachers can harness the power and ‘magic’ 
of film and bring people, places, things and events into 
the classroom that their students might not otherwise 
experience. The film Finding Nemo enables teachers to 
introduce abstract ideas through phenomena portrayed  
in vivid and memorable images to teach a unit about the 
Great Barrier Reef.

Film is also a vehicle for learning concepts and issues  
in society and the environment, technology, health and 
personal development, and science. The knowledge, skills, 
values and actions that can be explored in Finding Nemo 
are diverse and significant. There are many opportunities 
for the integration of a range of curriculum areas.

Discovering the Great Barrier Reef through Finding 
Nemo is a real life topic which children will relate to. 
The film and the study guide:

  investigate the great variety of shapes, sizes, 
textures, colours and behaviours of the Reef ’s 
plants and animals;

  investigate the needs of living things in the 
Reef ’s ecosystem;

  explore the human use of the Great  
Barrier Reef;

  portray the Great Barrier Reef as a natural 
wonder of the world;

  teach about the environmental and conservation 
issues related to the Great Barrier Reef;

  show how it is used, managed and protected; 
and

  introduce the Great Barrier Reef as a place for 
people to use and enjoy.

Finding Nemo is a new way to support teaching and 
learning about the Great Barrier Reef. Children can discuss 
what they have seen, question the information presented, 
and make informed decisions for themselves.

 facebook.com/WaltDisneyStudiosAUNZ   Disneymovies.com.au ©2012 Disney/Pixar
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Understandings

Part 2 will help students understand that:

  an individual’s identity is shaped by many 
factors, including the time and place they are 
born and raised, their life experiences, their 
family and other groups to which they belong;

  individuals are complex beings, and the  
various facets of their character come into  
play in response to the context in which  
they find themselves;

  an individual may change over time;

  the way we see ourselves is not always the way 
others see us;

  the way we see and feel about ourselves 
impacts on the way we see and feel about 
others;

  we often make quick judgments about 
someone’s identity based on external factors 
such as colour, language and physical 
appearance; 

  the judgments others make of us can affect our 
self-esteem in both positive and negative ways; 
and

  the development of positive self-image can 
assist in establishing positive relationships and 
positive attitudes towards others.

Objectives of this guide

This study guide will help teachers to:

  
plan pre-viewing and post-viewing activities; 
and

  
integrate activities with existing programs in  
The Arts, Studies of Society and Environment, 
English and Health from Grades 3 to 7.

Viewing the film Finding Nemo and using this study 
guide will:

  
enable students to identify the ways in which 
the film represents fish, places and experiences;

  
encourage students to use research and 
comparative analysis to expand their knowledge 
of representations;

  
develop students’ literacy skills through 
listening, viewing, speaking, shaping, reading 
and writing in arts activities;

  
enable students to learn vocabulary from the 
arts to interpret, communicate and explore their 
imaginative thinking, feelings and understanding;

  
encourage students to deconstruct, reconstruct, 
interpret and create spoken, written, visual, 
kinesthetic, auditory and multimodal texts;

  
develop greater knowledge, comprehension 
and appreciation of the Great Barrier Reef; and

 
develop creative and critical thinking skills.

©GBRMPA 

©GBRMPA 
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Part 1 : Teachers’ Notes and
Pre-Viewing Activities

1.1 The Great Barrier Reef
The Great Barrier Reef is Australia’s largest World Heritage 
area and one of the natural wonders of the world.  
It stretches 2300km from just south of the Tropic of 
Capricorn, between Gladstone and Bundaberg, to the 
Torres Strait near the coast of Papua New Guinea. 

It is the most extensive coral reef system in the world and 
is the largest structure on the planet built entirely by living 
organisms. At its southern end, the reef is about 300km 
from the mainland and rather fragmented. At the northern 
end, it is continuous for long stretches and up to 80km 
wide in places.

The lagoon between the outer reef and the coast is 
dotted with smaller reefs, cays and islands. Research tells 
us that the coral is about 500m thick in places and mostly 
about two million years old, though some of it is more 
than 18 million years old. Some of the inshore reefs have 
developed only since sea levels rose after the last ice age 
about 10,000 years ago.

The Great Barrier Reef is made up of 2900 separate 
fringing reefs off the coasts of the islands and the 
mainland, and barrier reefs facing the sea. The outer reef 
marks the edge of the Australian continental shelf. Most  
of the seabed between the reefs is about 30m deep.

Pre-viewing activities 

Find out what the students already know

Ask students what they know about the Great Barrier Reef. 
Record student ideas. Ask students to tell, write or draw 
their ideas about the Great Barrier Reef and present them 
to one another. (K-3) 

Shared book approach

Read books about the Great Barrier Reef as a place to use 
and enjoy, for example:

  
Parish, S. Picture Book of the Great Barrier Reef, Steve 
Parish Publishing, Brisbane, 1996.

  
Swartz, S. L. Marine Life for Young Readers Series, 
Pearson Education, South Melbourne, 2000.

  
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, Nemo’s 
Guide to the Great Barrier Reef, Penguin Publishing, 
Camberwell, 2003.

Discuss special parts of the Great Barrier Reef.  
Ask students:

 What is this place?

 What is this place like?

 Where is it?

 How is it used?

 What is happening at this place at this time? 

Predict and list features that students think would be  
most common on the Great Barrier Reef. Test these by 
counting the number of times the feature is mentioned by 
a member of the class. Make a class graph of results. (K-4)

Show videos of the Great Barrier Reef, view movie-clips  
on the ReefED website (www.reefed.edu.au/library/movies/ 
movies.html), or book a video-conference at Reef HQ. 
Draw students’ attention to the variety of Reef settings, 
features, creatures and plants. (4-7)

Collect/download photographs of the Great Barrier Reef 
from www.reefed.edu.au/library. Students share these  
and talk about features they recognise. Identify things  
that coral reefs have in common with reefs in temperate 
waters (see 1.8). Make charts of students’ responses.  
Use these to develop focus questions for further 
investigation. (5-7)

©
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What am I?

Play ‘What am I?’ For example:

‘I live on the Great Barrier Reef. I have flippers. I have no 
teeth. My shell protects me from enemies. I lay eggs in a 
clutch in sand. What am I?’ Each student states something 
they know about the Great Barrier Reef. Record and 
illustrate responses. Make a class big book. (K-2)

Six Thinking Hats

Introduce Edward de Bonos’s Six Thinking Hats. Place  
cut-out hats on the floor and group responses as a class. 

Use the Blue Hat to determine major areas and focus 
questions for future investigation. (5-7)

Magic circle

Place incomplete statements on cards:

 The Great Barrier Reef is…

 The Great Barrier Reef contains…

 We depend on the Great Barrier Reef for…

 Corals on the Great Barrier Reef….

 Fish in the Great Barrier Reef are…

 Reef plants…

 Reef animals…

Place these in a box. Students sit in small groups and take 
turns to select a card. Read these and let students discuss 
the statements in groups. Students report back the 
information gained. (1-3)

Concept maps

Create a concept map showing the composition of the 
Great Barrier Reef. Sort and classify descriptions into 
categories (e.g. corals, fish, plants, mangroves, coral cays, 
islands, seagrass beds, algae and sponge gardens, sandy 
or muddy seabed communities, deep ocean trenches and 
continental slopes) (4-7).

Heron Island

Pompey Hardline Reef

= feelings 
 
 
 

What are my feelings about 
the Great Barrier Reef?

= what thinking is needed 

What are some ways  
to prevent problems 

developing in the  
Great Barrier Reef?

           = weaknesses

       What questions or 
        issues does our 

         learning about the 
Great Barrier Reef raise?

= information 

What are some facts  
we have learned about  
the Great Barrier Reef?

= new ideas

What can we do as users  
of the Great Barrier Reef?

= strengths

What are the good points 
we have learned about  
the Great Barrier Reef?

Loggerhead Turtle

©GBRMPA 
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Class Database

Prepare a wall chart in a grid format to record information 
collected by students in future investigations. The left-hand 
column might show sections of the Great Barrier Reef,  
e.g. Far Northern Section, Cairns Section, Central Section, 
Mackay Section, or others identified by students.

Columns across the top might indicate the types of 
information collected and suggested by students,  
for example:

 uses of the Great Barrier Reef;

 people who work there;

 people who use it;

 types of plants;

 types of animals;

 other natural features; and

 special features. (5-7)

Categorising Pictures

Using photographs collected during earlier activities, 
divide them into categories. Ask students:

 Can we put all the photographs in groups? 

  What might we do if some are in more than one group?

Students write or dictate captions for photographs,  
e.g. ‘how people use the area’ or ‘why the area is so 
important’.

In groups, make a collage, mural or a class big book. (3-5)

Modeling

In groups or individually, students construct models of 
places on the Great Barrier Reef that are important/ 
significant. Ask students to indicate whether these areas 
are natural or man-made and to identify places that may 
be special to them or to others. Use plasticine, play 
dough, construction kits and blocks, and natural materials 
to model the features they have chosen. Display with 
appropriate labels. Invite other students and/or parents  
to view and hear about the models. (2-5)

Reflection

Ask students to complete a self-assessment and reflection 
activity using the following questions:

  What is the most important thing I have learned about 
the Great Barrier Reef?

  What would I still like to find out about the Great 
Barrier Reef?

   What piece of work am I most satisfied with? Why? 
(3-7)

1.2 Geography
The Great Barrier Reef extends over 2300km along the 
Queensland coast, with a unique range of geographic 
forms ranging from fringing coastal reefs and lagoons, 
outer reefs and the open ocean, islands, estuaries and 
coastal beaches.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It’s big
At 348,700km2, the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park is the
world’s largest World Heritage area and the biggest tropical
marine reserve. Only the Herd Island and McQuarie Island 
Marine Reserves in the Australian sub-Antarctic are larger.

The Park is bigger than New Zealand, and larger than the 
total area of UK and Ireland combined. It is roughly equal 
in size to Japan.

It’s complex
It is one of most complex ecosystems on Earth, rivalled only
by tropical rainforests in the richness of its species. The Reef
is a comparatively pristine area, with relatively low human 
pressure compared to other coral reef systems in the world. 

it’s popular
The Great Barrier Reef is also one of Australia’s premier 
tourist destinations, with marine tourism contributing about 
$1 billion to the Australian economy annually.

The Great Barrier Reef lies completely within the tropics, 
starting in the south about the Tropic of Capricorn and 
extending 2300km north to the coast of Papua New Guinea. 

Temperature
The weather is warm throughout the year over the whole 
Reef with relatively minor fluctuations in temperature, 
between 27ºC and 34ºC.

©GBRMPA 
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Pre-viewing activities

Using a geographical perspective 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Use the following questions to examine the Great Barrier 
Reef from a geographical perspective.

  Where is this place?

  How big is it?

  What does it look like?

  How does it connect to other places?

  What is the weather/climate like?

  What is the scenery like? Why?

  How do people travel within this place?

   What sort of work do people do in this place?

  What animals live on the Reef?

   What plants live on the Reef?

  Is there any evidence that this place is changing?

   If so, how will this change affect the local people?

  If so, how will this change affect the Reef environment?

  Would you like to visit this place? (5-7)

Rainfall
The Reef lies within the cyclone belt, and the cyclone season 
known as the Wet is from October to March. Late summer, 
between February and March, tends to be the wettest time 
of the year. The peak monthly rainfall is about 175mm in 
Rockhampton in the south of the region, 350mm in Mackay 
and Townsville, and 525mm in Cairns and the Cape York 
Peninsula. The period between March and October is the  
dry season.

Islands
The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park contains more than 900 
islands. Of these, 618 are continental islands. The Park also 
has 300 coral cays, about 230 of which are permanently 
vegetated. The remainder are small, bare sand cays that shift 
in response to winds, waves and currents.

Reefs
The Great Barrier Reef  
is the world’s largest 
group of coral reefs, 
covering an area of 
348,700km2. It extends 
for over 2300km  
along the coast of 
Queensland and 
includes 2900 individual 
reefs. The continental shelf provides the platform from which 
the reefs on the Great Barrier Reef develop.

Reefs are masses of limestone made from skeletons of 
millions upon millions of tiny marine animals and plants. 
Colonies of tiny, living coral polyps grow on a reef ’s surface. 
These animals are the main reef builders. They extract 
dissolved limestone from the water and, with the help of 
single-celled plants (called zooxanthellae) living inside them, 
lay it down as hard limestone around the lower half of their 
bodies. The polyps can pull their whole bodies inside these 
limestone cups for protection, if necessary. The combined 
skeletons of many colonies of polyps form the large corals 
that can be seen on reefs. When coral polyps die, their 
limestone skeletons and the remains of other animals and 
plants are added to the framework of the reef.

Coralline algae, a common group of reef plants which form 
limestone crusts, cement them all together.

New coral polyps continue to grow on the surface and the 
reef slowly enlarges.

The Great Barrier Reef is the largest structure built by living 
organisms on the Earth today.

There are three main types of reefs found on the 
Great Barrier Reef: 

 ribbon;

 platform; and

 fringing reefs.

©GBRMPA 
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1.3 Features of the
great Barrier Reef

The Great Barrier Reef is the world’s largest World Heritage 
area. It is slightly bigger than New Zealand, the United 
Kingdom and Ireland, and roughly the same size as Japan.

It features a myriad of coral reefs and lagoons, open 
ocean and island environments, estuaries and coastal 
beaches. The Reef is one of the world’s largest and most 
complex ecosystems. It is pristine, with relatively low 
human presence, compared to other coral reef systems 
around the world. 

The Reef ’s many animals rely on each other for food and 
survival. Only tropical rainforests come close to rivalling  
the Reef for richness of species. It has:

   359 of the world’s 400 hard corals, including  
10 species found nowhere else;

   5000 to 8000 molluscs and thousands of different 
sponges, worms, crustaceans and other less familiar 
species;

  800 echinoderms, including numerous sea stars  
and urchins;

  1500 fish species;

   six of the world’s seven species of marine turtle  
(all endangered), 15 kinds of sea snake, and estuarine 
crocodiles – the world’s biggest crocodilian;

  215 bird species, including 29 seabirds and  
32 shore birds; and

   more than 30 marine mammal species including 
whales, dolphins and dugongs.

The Reef is also the breeding area for a number of rare 
and endangered animals. Humpback whales come from 
Antarctica to give birth in Reef waters, and the world’s 
largest population of dugongs live in the sheltered  
seagrass beds along the coast.

Orange Gorgonian Fan Echinoderms

Asteroid Sea Star Humpback Whale

Predict and list

Predict and list features students think would be the most 
common on the Great Barrier Reef and in its surrounding 
environment. Test these by counting the number of times 
these features occur on the Reef. Make a class graph of 
results. (3-7)

Snapshots

Collect and download photographs of the Reef from  
the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority’s website: 
www.gbrmpa.gov.au

Share these images around the class and talk about 
features of the Great Barrier Reef and activities that take 
place there. Identify things that are found only on the 
Great Barrier Reef as opposed to other areas.

Ask students:

  What is the Great Barrier Reef?

  Why is it important?

  What does it support?

  What plants and animals live on the Great Barrier Reef?

  What is the Reef made of?

   What activities might be undertaken while in and on 
the waters of the Great Barrier Reef?

  What can be seen in the photographs that cannot be 
found in other familiar places? (5-7)

Let’s write

Write factual pieces describing the Great Barrier Reef. 
Describe the features that make it unique. (4-7)

Encourage students to think of ways to present information 
about the Great Barrier Reef, e.g. web pages, brochure, 
pamphlet, cartoon, poster, badge, sticker and/or 
postcard. (3-7)

Make shape-cards to signify the Reef. (K-3)

©GBRMPA

©GBRMPA ©GBRMPA 

©GBRMPA ©GBRMPA 



the quest to find Nemo 9

Sharing circle

Ask students to sit in a circle and imagine they have 
become a plant or animal on the Great Barrier Reef that is 
threatened by the activities of humans. They should think 
about why they are an important part of the ecosystem 
and what makes them special.

Ask someone to speak for that species as it cannot  
speak for itself, and to sit inside the middle of the circle,  
e.g. ‘I speak for the Dugong.’ The other students represent 
humankind.

Students on the outer circle ask questions of the species, 
such as ‘Tell us about yourself, Dugong. Where do you live? 
Why are you special?’ The student in the middle talks 
about the species he/she represents.

Ask additional questions, such as ‘What troubles you, 
Dugong?’ The Dugong tells the humans of its plight and 
may ask them questions such as ‘Why have you destroyed 
things we like to eat?’ The humans listen and respond if 
they wish.

Another student then enters the circle to speak on behalf 
of another threatened species, and the process continues.

Afterwards, debrief by talking about the way the students 
felt as the threatened species and as the humans. (3-6)

Concept Mapping 

Draw conclusions about what has been learned. Develop 
concept maps using key words. Students draw connecting 
lines between words and indicate how they believe their 
words relate to each other. From the concept maps, 
students generate a statement about threatened species. 
Share and prioritise statements. (4-7)

Consequences 

As a class, consider the consequences of society’s  
lack of involvement in conserving threatened species.  
Use a chart to examine first, second and third order 
consequences. (4-7)

Dugong

Pre-viewing activities 

Research

Research features of the Great Barrier Reef such as:

   size;

   location;

  how the Great Barrier 
Reef differs from 
other reefs and why;

   types of corals found;

   types of other 
habitats found;

   types of animals 
found;

   types of plants found;

  areas for boating, fishing, visiting and other 
recreational activities; and

  areas from which people are excluded, and why.  
(4-7)

Investigate species

Using the movie clips and photographs from the ReefED 
website (www.reefed.edu.au/library/movies/movies.html), 
picture books and/or brochures, ask students to locate, 
collate and sort features of the Great Barrier Reef into 
groups (e.g. plant/animal/threatened species/non-
threatened species). Encourage students to justify their 
groupings and to discuss how they reached their 
conclusions. (3-7)

Predictions 

In pairs, students list the things they already know and 
additional information they would like to know about 
‘threatened species’.

Students illustrate the species in the habitat it would be 
found in.

A fun activity is to make ‘thaumatropes’. On a small piece 
of card, draw the habitat. On the other side of the card, 
draw the animal. Attach string to both ends, twist it, and 
then pull. The card spins around as the string unravels.  
The species will appear to be ‘in’ the habitat. (3-7)

Flow chart 

Students draw flow charts explaining how species become 
threatened and how individuals can conserve and protect 
them. (3-7)

Masks 

Students construct facemasks of their favourite threatened 
species. These masks can be used in drama activities and 
in the final, reflective sharing circle. (K-4)

©GBRMPA 
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1.4 Reef Life
The Great Barrier Reef has more different life forms than 
almost anywhere else in the world.

Plankton
Plankton are among the 
smallest life forms in the 
sea and form the basis of 
the complex food web 
of the Great Barrier Reef. 
‘Plankton’ is a term that 
covers both plants and 
animals, and includes  
the larvae of many fish 
and other life forms 
which drift or float in 
ocean currents.

Plants/Algae 
The plants of the Great 
Barrier Reef are just as 
important and just as 
diverse as the animals.  
The Reef is home to  
about 500 species of 
marine algae, which 
mostly come in three 
basic colours: red,  
brown and green.

Mangroves
Mangroves are extremely 
important as a spawning 
ground and nursery for 
many Reef species. Thirty 
seven species live along 
the coast of the Great 
Barrier Reef – and that’s 
57% of all the kinds of 
mangroves in the world.

Seagrass
The Reef ’s 15 seagrass 
varieties are important  
as food for high-profile 
animals like dugongs 
and marine turtles.

Of the 2195 plant species found on the continental islands 
of the Reef, three are found nowhere else. More than 70 
plant species are listed as rare or threatened.

Culture Creation 

Examine the ways in which a particular aspect of popular 
culture (e.g. television program, movie, toy or fashion 
item) has been marketed by advertising companies.

Ask students:

  What is the marketing attempting to do?

  What is the role of advertising in this process?

  Who or what benefits from this marketing?

As a class, decide on how best to market the features or 
threatened species of the Great Barrier Reef to heighten 
community awareness and appreciation of threats to their 
survival, and what they can do to ensure their well-being.

Decide how the class could introduce the idea that there 
are many and varied ways to raise community appreciation 
of the Great Barrier Reef. (5-7) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reflection

Ask students to complete a self-assessment and reflection 
activity using the following questions:

  What is the most important thing I have learned  
about the Great Barrier Reef, its features and 
threatened species?

   What is one thing I have learned about myself, and 
how I might interact with the Great Barrier Reef,  
its features and threatened species?

   What would I still like to find out about the Great 
Barrier Reef, its features and threatened species?

  What piece of work am I most satisfied with? (4-7)

Green Turtle

©GBRMPA 
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1.5 Animals on the Great 
Barrier Reef

The Great Barrier Reef can be compared to a big city, with 
its inhabitants going about their business during the day, 
and others coming to life at night.

It’s a complex and interdependent ecosystem where all 
the animals great and small are important to the ultimate 
survival of the Reef. Virtually all major and minor groups of 
living things are represented, and only tropical rainforests 
come close to rivalling the Reef for richness of species. 

The Great Barrier Reef is home to an amazing variety of 
fascinating animals which live on the Reef ’s many islands, 
on the shore and underwater.

While most people associate the Reef with the colourful 
corals and the brilliant fish, its other inhabitants are just as 
intriguing. First-time visitors are amazed by the variety of 
animals that live there. Even the organisms found beneath 
a coral rock are astonishing: colourful encrusting sponges, 
colonial and solitary sea squirts, delicate lace corals or 
bryozoans, slithering serpent stars and worms, and scores 
of other colourful and oddly-shaped animals.

About 359 kinds of hard coral, 5000 to 8000 molluscs, 
such as snails and clams, and thousands of different 
sponges, worms, crustaceans and other less familiar 
creatures live on the Great Barrier Reef. It is also home  
to 800 echinoderms, such as starfish and sea urchins,  
1500 types of fish, 215 bird varieties, of which 29 are 
seabirds, more than 30 marine mammals, and six marine 
turtle species – all listed as threatened.

Several rare and endangered animals breed on the Reef, 
including humpback whales that swim from the Antarctica 
to give birth in the warm tropical waters, and dugongs 
that live and feed in the sheltered coastal seagrass beds.

We know from science that there are over a million species 
of animals. Only about five percent of these possess a 
backbone, and they are known as vertebrates. All others, 
constituting 95% of the animal kingdom, are invertebrates. 
On the Great Barrier Reef, animals without backbones 
outnumber vertebrates by 20 to one, and  
new species are discovered every month. 

Invertebrates are the foundation of the Great Barrier Reef, 
and lead an astonishingly diverse range of lifestyles. 
Without them, the Reef could not exist.

Invertebrates come in a myriad of colours, shapes and 
sizes, from clams to cuttlefish and corals to crabs. Some, 
like the octopus, are among the most intelligent animals  
in the ocean. Others have no brain at all. Jellyfish drift  
over hundreds of kilometres driven by winds, tides and 
currents. Sponges, by contrast, live most of their lives 
anchored to just one place. 

Animals with backbones – the vertebrates – include 
mammals, birds, reptiles and fishes. Although vertebrates 
in the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park are heavily out-
numbered by invertebrates, they constitute some of the 
largest and most spectacular animals on Earth, such as  
the great whales, sharks and estuarine crocodiles.

Pre-viewing activities 

Collections

Establish an area in the classroom where students can 
develop collections of pictures and objects related to 
plankton, algae, seagrass, mangroves and other plants.  
Use these to play ‘What am I?’ Make labels and encourage 
students to match items in the collection. (K-3)

Investigating plankton, algae and plants

Play Spotto and identify seagrass, mangroves, algae and 
plankton known to the class. Using magazines, brochures, 
non-fiction books or the GBR Explorer on the ReefED 
website (www.reefed.edu.au/explorer), ask students to 
find and cut out pictures of these Reef plants. Collect 
pictures and show one at a time, giving students time to 
comment on them. Allow time for students to pool all the 
information they know and to ask questions about the 
pictures. Sort and classify pictures and encourage students 
to justify their groupings. Make picture-word cards of  
each Reef plant type. (K-3)

Dictionary

Begin making a dictionary of words relating to reef life.  
It will help students build up a bank of scientific words 
and understand the meaning of words in a scientific 
context. (1-4)

Word association

Students write or draw anything that comes to mind when 
they hear the key terms ‘plankton’, ‘algae’, ‘seagrass’ and 
‘mangroves’. (3-6)

Classify plant types

Download photos from the Image Library on the ReefED 
website (www.reefed.edu.au/library) and study examples 
of Reef plants. Revisit the distinctions between plankton, 
seagrass, mangroves and algae. Recall names of other plant 
types. Write a description of, or sketch, the differences
between two plants found on the Great Barrier Reef. (4-7)

Seagrapes Funnel Weed

Turtle Weed
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Investigate reef animals’ habitats and  
make picture maps

List the places where reef animals might be found on  
the Great Barrier Reef. Discuss the habitats of the animals 
and make picture maps to show where some of the 
invertebrates in Finding Nemo might be found. Students 
can report on their picture maps, explaining to each other 
how they constructed them. (2-5)

Mathematics

Students estimate the size of Reef animals. In small groups, 
students write down each animal’s name and its size. 
These can be expressed in standard units of measurement 
(inches, cm), or in more general terms, e.g. smaller than  
a cleaner wrasse.

Imagining 

The names of some reef inhabitants are wild and 
wonderful, e.g. fox-faced rabbit fish or harlequin ghost 
fish. Many children may have never heard of them.  
Hearing these names could help them dream up all sorts 
of imaginary creatures and critters. Ask students to draw  
and write about the special characteristics of these 
imaginary animals. Reinforce that this is not an activity 
where there is a right or wrong – it’s an activity to 
stimulate their imagination. Share students’ drawings  
and explanations and show pictures/video/ images of  
the real reef creatures. (K-5)

Classification

Students, working in small groups list Reef animals and 
classify them by their characteristics. For example, spiky 
skins, radial symmetry, tube feet, no head or tail. Students 
compare classifications and use them to find out more 
about each creature. (3-5)

Harlequin Ghost Pipe Fish

Red Firefish

The many islands of the Reef also support a diverse range 
of animals and birds. Among the land mammals, the 
Proserpine rock wallaby is found only in the Proserpine 
area and on a few offshore islands in the Whitsundays. 
Koalas, echidnas, possums, water rats and fruit bats also 
live on the islands of the Great Barrier Reef. 

The reptiles and amphibians are represented by seven 
frogs, nine snakes and 31 lizard species. Species richness 
decreases with increasing latitude and distance from  
the mainland.

The islands and cays of the Reef have a similar range of 
land bird species to the adjacent mainland, but the Reef  
is particularly important to populations of pied imperial 
pigeons that migrate to the Reef from Papua New Guinea 
and an endemic silvereye which lives in the Capricorn-
Bunker group of islands.

Whether they live on land, underwater, fly through the  
air or drift on the ocean currents, the animals of the  
Great Barrier Reef are all important, and depend on each 
other. It’s up to us ensure that the Great Barrier Reef stays 
unspoilt – not just for people, but for the thousands  
of animals that call the Reef home and depend on it for 
their survival.

Pre-viewing activities 

Photo Gallery

Download photographs of Reef animals from the ReefED 
website (www.reefed.edu.au/explorer). Talk about their 
features in groups. Organise a class display of Reef animals 
in the school or community library. The display could 
include drawings, labelled photographs and short stories 
about these species. (2-6)

Research

Read books in the Marine Life for Young Readers series. 
Investigate the animals’ features, colours, where they live, 
what they eat, what they are covered with and how they 
move. (K-4)

A day in the life of…

Students choose a Reef animal and write a description  
of a day in the life of that animal from its viewpoint.  
Before students start writing, discuss some of the aspects 
they might include in their report, for example:

  What do I see?

  What do I eat?

  Where do I live?

  Will another creature try to eat me? (2-5)
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The film Finding Nemo features many animal characters. 
They include clownfish, blue tang, moorish idol, yellow 
tang, blowfish, royal gramma, humbug, sea star, turtle, 
cleaner shrimp, pelican and shark.

Pre-viewing activities 

Find out what students already know

Find out and record what, if anything, students already 
know about these animals.

Create a four-part display for students to use, share ideas, 
information and artefacts. Use the headings ‘what we 
know, what we want to find out, what the class now 
knows, and what other things we would like to find out’. 
Use ‘what we know’ as a source for class, group or 
individual sharing. Use other parts of the display for 
investigations, sharing, reflection and further investigations.

Provoke thinking about the film’s animal characters by 
focussing on interesting aspects that could stimulate 
students to develop explanations and ask questions  
about them.

Discuss the character’s appearance, habitat, food 
preferences, predators and their movements. (2-7)

Clownfish

Blue Tang

Moorish Idol

Sea Star

Marlin

Dory

Gill

Peach

CharacterReal Animal

Explore symmetry

To introduce the idea of symmetry, give the students a 
piece of folded paper and some paint. Have them put 
blobs of paint on one side of the paper and then ask them 
to fold it. As they become more skilled, they will create 
symmetrical designs. (K-3)

Research

Ask students in small groups to choose one or more Reef 
animals and write some questions which they would like  
answered about the animal. Students can use reference 
books or the GBR Explorer on the ReefED website to help 
them answer their questions. (3-7)

Mystery facts

Write a clue about Reef animals on a card. Pairs of students 
shuffle these cards and match each clue card to a Reef 
animal. (2-4)

Writing and illustrating

Ask the students in small groups to choose a Reef  
animal and present information to others. They might  
write and draw:

  a labelled diagram of the animal; and

  where the animal lives. (1-3) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Arts and crafts

In pairs, students make a collage, depicting animals on the 
Great Barrier Reef. (K-3)

Spotless Lionfish
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1.7 Reef Fish
There are over 1500 species of fish living on the Great 
Barrier Reef. The characteristics of a fish include a skeleton 
made of bone, one gill opening on each side of the head, 
a swim bladder and reproduction through external 
fertilisation. Fish on the Reef can be loosely categorised 
into three groups:

 reef fish live on the Reef.

  pelagic fish, such as marlin and tuna, swim in the 
open water; and

  sharks and rays are slightly different from other fish  
as their skeletons are made of cartilage, not bone.

Fish are generally streamlined. Their head, trunk and tail  
are clearly identified. Fish vary in size, shape, colour and 
behaviour.

 Fish skin is made up of two layers, an outer epidermis and 
an inner dermis. Most fish are covered in scales.

It is not by chance that reef fish have special colour 
patterns and live where they do. These adaptations help 
them fool their predators, defend themselves and hide 
from danger. The colour patterns even help them find 
other fish of the same species among the amazing colours 
and teeming life of tropical reef waters.

Fish live in an almost endless variety of aquatic habitats. 
Their adaptations and reactions to the environment are 
often difficult to study and understand. Most fish live in 
oceans, rivers, lakes and ponds. Some end up in fishbowls! 
Different fish live in various conditions of water: fresh, still, 
salt or river.

Fish feed on almost all available food on the Reef, ranging 
from algae to other fish.

Reef fish use their shapes, bodies and behaviour in  
many different ways to help them survive. Many fish have 
protective spines. The aptly named surgeonfish have very 
sharp ‘blades’ at the base of their tails; members of the 
scorpionfish family have poisonous spines on their dorsal 
fins that can give powerful stings. The well-camouflaged 
stonefish also have strong dorsal spines containing  
potent venom.

Exploratory activities

View Study Guide photographs and examine the film 
characters. Write character descriptions for any fish, reptile, 
crustacean, echinoderm or bird. (3-7)

Research

In pairs, small groups or individually, investigate animals 
found in the film. Create research plans. Document 
resources needed. Gather resources. Students share ideas. 
Begin research. Read books in the Marine Life for Young 
Readers series and research the animal characters found  
in the movie. Investigate how they live, eat, feed, swim, 
‘see’ their world, breathe and reproduce. Use information 
and combine into a draft. Decide how best to present  
the information. (3-7)

Photo Gallery

Download photographs of animals like the characters 
found in the film Finding Nemo from the ReefED website 
(www.reefed.edu.au/explorer). Discuss their features in 
groups. Organise a class display of film characters in the 
school or community library. The display could include 
drawings, labelled photographs, and short stories about 
these animals. (2-6)

Body facts

Use a question and answer structure to explain the basic 
body facts of animal characters in the film. Begin questions 
with phrases like those found below. (1-7)

Question Grid

What is? Where/ Which is? Who is? Why is? How is? 
 when is? 

What  Where/ Which  Who  Why  How  
did? when  did? did? did? did? 
 did? 

What  Where/ Which  Who  Why  How  
can? when  can? can? can? can? 
 can? 

What  Where/ Which Who  Why How  
would? when could? would? would? would? 
 could? 

What  Where/ Which  Who  Why How  
will? when  will? will? will? will? 
 will? 

What  Where/ Which Who Why How 
might? when  might? might? might? might? 
 might?

Guessing cards

Make ‘guessing cards’ from paper folded over like a 
greeting card. Write questions about the film characters  
on the front and inside the card. The students write the 
answer in their own words. (2-5)
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Clownfish
Large sea anemones on the Great 
Barrier Reef play host to clownfish 
that nestle safely among their 
tentacles. The anemones’ tentacles 
are lined with stinging cells that 
can paralyse fish, so how do the clownfish survive? 
Scientists have found that they have a special layer of mucus 
that keeps the anemones from stinging them. Clownfish 
need the protection of their anemones: the anemones’ 
stings keep fish predators at bay, and a clownfish never 
lives without its host anemone. The partnership may also 
benefit the anemones. They get scraps of food dropped 
by the clownfish as they eat, and the aggressive and 
territorial clownfish may defend ‘their ’ anemones by 
driving away butterflyfish and other anemone-eating fishes. 
This is an example of a symbiotic relationship.

Pre-viewing activities

Relationships

Read A House for Hermit Crab by Eric Carle. Discuss the 
relationship between the crab and its shell. Ask students  
if they know of any other relationships between marine 
animals. Explain to the children that animals may have 
relationships with other animals that are important to their 
survival. Examples include:

  A goby and alpheid shrimp. 
Gobies have good eyesight 
and are very alert. The 
shrimp, however, has poor 
vision but remains in contact
with a goby by using its long
antennae. Should danger threaten, the retreating fish 
alerts the shrimp and they retreat into the burrow.  
In return, the shrimp does most of the construction 
and maintenance of the burrow.

  Remora or suckerfish  
hitch rides on sharks, rays, 
whales, turtles and even 
divers by sucking its dorsal 
fin against the host. They 
may remove parasites from 
their host, therefore ‘paying’ 
for their ride.

Have the students research the relationship between 
clownfish and anemones, and ask them to find out about 
other relationships that occur on the reef. (2-5)

Hidden animals

Show the students a photograph of a clownfish hiding 
within an anemone. Discuss what they see. Ask the 
students to find out more about the relationship,  
drawing information from the ReefED website. See  
www.reefed.edu.au for information. (3-7)

Make shape cards

Make a shape card for the clownfish and anemone. (K-4)

Steinitz’ Shrimp Goby

Remora

Pre-viewing activities

Picture gallery

Print out images of fish on the Great Barrier Reef  
from the visual library on the ReefED website.  
See www.reefed.edu.au/library. Discuss features of  
Reef fish, such as:

 types of fish;

 fish shape;

 fish colour;

 fish patterns; and

  where they live, e.g. on the seafloor or among 
the corals. (3-7)

Research

Read Exotic Tropical Fish in the 
Marine Life for Young Readers 
series. Find parrotfish, clownfish, 
butterflyfish, angelfish, and 
lionfish that are found on the 
Great Barrier Reef. Investigate 
these exotic, unusual and 
interesting Reef animals. (K-4)

A day in the life of…

Ask students to choose a Reef fish and write a description 
of a day in the life of that fish from its viewpoint.  
Before students start, they should discuss some aspects 
they might include:

 What do I see?

 What do I eat?

 Where do I live?

  Will another creature try to 
eat me? (1-5)

Lined Butterflyfish

Many Spotted Sweetlips
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Wrasse
The Napoleon wrasse is the 
largest of the wrasses and a 
favourite with scuba divers.  
This friendly, curious fish can  
live up to 50 years and has a 
phenomenal memory. The Napoleon Wrasse actually 
remembers divers who have swum with it in the past!  
They are some of the biggest fish that divers may 
encounter near coral reefs – growing to over 2m long and 
reaching weights of 400kg. It is known as the Napoleon 
wrasse because its distinctively shaped head is reminiscent 
of old-style French military headgear.

Napoleon wrasses swim in tropical waters at depths  
of 1 to 60m. They live along the steep outer slopes of 
coral reefs, channel slopes and lagoon reefs. Young 
wrasses are often found taking shelter among the corals  
of lagoon reefs. The adults pass their days feeding among 
the reefs and spend their nights resting in caves and under 
coral ledges. 

The sex life of Napoleon wrasses is still quite a mystery  
to scientists. They are sequential hermaphrodites, meaning 
that they all start life as males and change to females as 
they reach sexual maturity. When a vacancy for a dominant 
male opens, one female wrasse will transform into the  
new ‘super male’. His superiority will be advertised to all 
by the huge bump on his forehead, which marks him as  
the ‘alpha male’.

Napoleon wrasses eat mainly fish, sea urchins, shrimp, 
lobsters, sea slugs, mussels and clams, crushing the hard-
shelled animals with their pharyngeal teeth. They are one 
of the few fish that is able to eat toxic animals like sea 
hares, boxfish and crown-of-thorns starfish.

Pre-viewing activities 

A day in the life of…

Write a description of a day in the life of a wrasse.  
Before students start writing, discuss some of the aspects 
they might include, e.g.

 What do I see?

 Where do I live?

 What do I eat?

 Will another creature try to eat me? (2-4)

Blue tangs
The brilliantly coloured blue tang 
is one of the 75 or so species  
in the surgeonfish family. The fish 
is so called because of the 
extremely sharp, movable spines 
on each side of the tail that are thought to resemble a 
surgeon’s scalpel. Normally the spines lie flat in a groove, 
but if the fish is disturbed or alarmed, they are erected 
and can inflict serious wounds on an enemy as the tail is 
lashed back and forth. The blue tang uses these spines 
only for defensive purposes, since it feeds entirely on algae, 
which it removes from rocks with its sharp-edged teeth.

Pre-viewing activities

Picture research

Collect photographs and images of blue tangs. In small 
groups, students can list the features of the animal. Draw 
and label parts of the blue tang. (K-4)

Writing puzzles

Visit the ‘Creature Feature’ section of ReefED  
(see www.reefed.edu.au/students), read the puzzles  
and discuss the pattern of the text. Using the film 
characters as a model, students work in pairs to write 
about blue tangs. (2-4)
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Sharks
Sharks are at the top of the marine food chain. Australia 
has more than 160 species, which make up nearly half the 
world’s shark species. The vast majority of these pose no 
threat to humans. Those that do don’t deliberately hunt 
people. Shark attacks usually result from people being  
in the wrong place at the wrong time. With care, most 
threats are avoidable. Collectively, humans are vastly more 
of a threat to sharks than sharks are to humans.

Pre-viewing activities 

Research

There are hundreds of different kinds of sharks. Read 
Sharks & Rays in the Marine Life for Young Readers series 
and research the types of reef sharks found on the Great 
Barrier Reef. Create a Fact File. (4-7) 

Food chains

Construct a food chain from the students’ knowledge and 
experience of sharks. (5-7)

Comparisons

Make comparisons between sharks and fish. Note 
similarities and differences. Create 
Fact Files. (3-7) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Visit Aquaria and Marine Discovery 
Centres

Visit local aquaria or marine discovery centres. Also 
observe the different animals in the film Finding Nemo. 
Collect information about them; look for patterns and 
relationships between the creatures that live on the Reef. 
(K-7)

Whale Shark 

Seahorses
Seahorses are the world’s 
slowest fish. At top speed, they 
take 2.5 days to travel 1km.  
Only the male seahorse becomes 
pregnant. The female uses her 
ovipositor (an everted egg duct) to insert ripe eggs  
into the male’s brood pouch, where they are fertilised.  
We know that the pregnant animal is male because he 
produces sperm whereas the female produces eggs.  
Males truly do undergo a pregnancy, with intimate 
association of parent and young. The pouch environment  
is altered during pregnancy from being similar to body 
fluid to resembling the surrounding seawater, presumably 
to reduce stress to the young at birth. The pregnancy lasts  
ten days to six weeks depending on the species and water 
temperature. The male then goes into labour, pumping  
and jack-knifing for many hours as he expels the young 
seahorses. The young are miniature replicas of their 
parents, 7-11mm long, and are able to fend for themselves 
immediately upon birth. They are fully independent and  
do not return to the pouch after birth.

Pre-viewing activities 

Word Association

Students write or draw anything that comes to mind  
when they hear the term ‘seahorse’. Brainstorm a list of 
characteristics of seahorses. (K-4)

Research

Read Sea Horses and Piperfish in the Marine Life for  
Young Readers series, and research the types of seahorses  
found on the Great Barrier Reef. Investigate how they 
swim, are born, hide and feed. (K-4)

Data collectors

Collect data about seahorses. Develop a retrieval chart 
and find out about their:

 appearance;

 habitat;

 special characteristics;

 food;

 mode of locomotion;

 mode of reproduction;

 threats; and

 mode of defence. (3-7)
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Locations

 Choose places to visit in temperate reef areas and mark 
them on a map:

  Label the locations.

   Suggest where more information can be found about 
the places labelled.

   Divide the class into small groups and ask each group 
to research one of the places students have said they 
would like to visit, including information about the 
people who live there.

   Decide how the class can share this information 
creatively and effectively.

  Focus on the different habitats on temperate reefs. 

   Design a postcard highlighting some of the natural 
attractions of a temperate reef.

  Design a poster to promote that reef.

  Use the following questions to examine a tourist 
destination such as Sydney from a geographical 
perspective:

 –  Where is this place?

 –  How big is it?

 –  What does it look like?

 –  How does it connect to other places?

 –  What is the scenery like?

 –  How do people travel within this place?

 –  What grows well there?

 –  What animals live there?

 –  What would it be like to live there?

 –  Is there any evidence that this place is changing?

 –  If so, how will this change affect this place? (4-7)

Listing and bundling

Predict and list features about temperate reefs and their 
surroundings. Make comparisons between tropical and 
temperate reefs. (5-7)

1.8 Temperate Reefs
The northern tropical coral reefs of Australia have the 
largest diversity of species, but the southern temperate 
area has a higher proportion of species that are unique,  
or endemic, to Australia. Southern Australian rocky reefs 
and marine environments are unique because of their long 
period of isolation during their development and because 
of the enormous length of east-west coastline facing the 
Southern Ocean. 

Marine algae or seaweeds and invertebrate animals that 
live on the rocks, or attach to plants and other animals, 
dominate the rocky reefs of Southern Australia. While coral 
reefs tend to have a greater diversity of fish, the cooler 
temperate reefs have an incredible variety of marine plants 
and invertebrates such as sponges, sea squirts, lace corals 
and sea moss. The number of species that are found only 
along the southern coasts (endemic species) is very high. 
Some 85% of fish species, 95% of molluscs and 90% of 
echinoderms are restricted to these southern temperate 
seas. This contrasts with 13% of fish, 10% of molluscs and 
13% of echinoderms that are endemic to tropical regions. 

The southern coastline also supports one of the most 
diverse marine floras, with over 1100 species of red algae 
alone. Twenty five percent of the world total, 75% of 
which are endemic. Temperate reefs are usually formed  
on existing rocky outcrops, but some seaweeds, such as 
coralline algae, produce encrusting calcium that helps to 
build up reefs. Many of the rocks that form the reefs are 
made from the limestone remains of ancient marine 
organisms and sediments.

Pre-viewing activities

Using tourist brochures

Read tourist brochures about Sydney’s temperate reef 
areas or view travel advertisements in magazines and on 
television, and consider the following questions:

 
How are Sydney’s temperate reefs portrayed?

 What is being offered to the visitor?

 What kind of visitor is the material trying to attract?

  
How might the travel organisation be selling reef 
tourism? For example, by creating excitement, 
emphasising the remoteness of a place, describing 
the hospitality offered and/or the luxury to be 
offered.

 What are the tourism brochures selling?

 How do they make you feel?

  
What kind of language is used to capture your 
attention or influence you? (4-7)

Mapping

Using a large map of Australia, identify temperate reefs 
and their locations. Include details about latitude and 
longitude. (5-7)
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Part 2: Post-Viewing Activities

2.1 Find out what students
already know about

the setting of the film
and the characters in it

Ask students what they know about the film Finding 
Nemo. Encourage them to draw, write or tell their ideas 
about the film. (K-7)

Ask students about the setting of the film. Create a ‘Y’ 
chart identifying what it looks, sounds and feels like. (K-7)

Ask students to draw what they think the characters and 
settings look like. Assist by talking about the Great Barrier 
Reef, Sydney, fish tanks and fish, and reading stories about 
these elements. (K-7)

Read fiction and non-fiction books that feature information 
or drawings of the settings and characters in the film. 
Encourage student-generated questions about these 
elements. The following stories are suitable:

 
 
Base G. The Sign of the Seahorse, Penguin Books, 
Ringwood, 1992.

  Brown A. Turtle’s Song, University of Queensland 
Press, St Lucia, 2001.

  
 
Carle E. A House for a Hermit Crab, Penguin Group, 
London, 1987.

  
 
Cole J. The Magic School Bus on the Ocean Floor, 
Scholastic, New York, 1992.

  
 
Grant J. Everyone Likes the Sea, Wetpaper, 2001.

  Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, Nemo’s 
Guide to the Great Barrier Reef, Penguin Publishing, 
Camberwell, 2003.

  
 
Lester A. Magic Beach, Allen and Unwin,  
North Sydney, 1990.

  Marcus B. The Magic Shells, Angus and Robertson, 
North Ryde, 1985.

  Maris S. At the Beach, Wetpaper, Ashmore, 2001.

  
 
Palmer H. A Fish out of Water, Random House,  
New York, 1963.

  Parish S. Big Picture Book of the Great Barrier Reef, 
Steve Parish Publishing, Brisbane, 1996.

  
 
Pfister M. The Rainbow Fish, North-South, New York, 1995.

  Swartz S. L, Scuba Divers and Their Under-water 
Friends, Pearson Education Australia, 2000.

  Swartz SL. Marine Life for Young Readers Series,  
South Melbourne, Pearson Education, 2000.

  
 
Wet Paper Publishers and Consultants, Kids and Water 
Series, Wetpaper, 2000.

Read and discuss stories, drawing students’ attention to 
the variety of features, uses and settings of oceans and 
seas. (K-7)

1.9 First impressions

Visit www.findingnemo.com.au before viewing the film.  
View the trailer of the film and respond to questions:

  What do you think this story might be about?

  Who might these characters be?

  What clues does the home page give you about what 
is to come? (K-7)
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2.3 Making a mark on 
the world

Have students trace around a shape representing a film 
character on a piece of card. Students cut out the shape 
and write words to describe how these characters made 
their mark on the world inside the outline – the attributes, 
qualities, skills and attitudes that they think best describe 
who they are and what they can do. (3-7)

2.4 Identity timeline
Demonstrate a simple timeline of your own life for students 
– focussing on things that have had a significant influence 
on the sort of person you have become or that have 
influenced the decisions you have made in your life. Model 
ways in which you can document a timeline, showing years 
and using labels and/or pictures. Students then document 
Nemo’s identity timeline. (3-7)

Talk with the students about the different roles you play as 
a teacher, parent, son/daughter, or friend. Note that even 
though we play many roles, we do not necessarily act or 
feel the same in each situation. Think about how we might 
be treated differently in each role.

Ask students to think about the different identities that 
Nemo has: as a son, student, team member, friend, traveller 
and mentor. Ask students to draw Nemo in different 
situations in different contexts from the film. Once they 
have completed their drawings, ask them to label them 
with words to describe how Nemo feels in each situation. 
For example, they might add speech bubbles to show 
how Nemo changes tactics in different situations.  
Ask students to place their drawings in order, from the 
situation in which Nemo feels most ‘comfortable’ or sure of 
himself, to the situation in which he feels least comfortable.

Discuss the following questions:

  How do you feel in these different situations?

  Are you the same person all the time?

  How do others change their attitudes towards you in 
these different situations?

  What does this tell us about people?

2.2 Now that you’ve seen it
View the film with the class and:

  discuss the film, its characters, the setting, the 
‘problem’ and its resolution;

  
 
exchange information about the film and how ‘the 
problem’ was solved;

  
 
glean new terminology from the film to use as a basis 
for spelling and word knowledge activities;

  talk about the elements that Marlin and Dory face on 
their journey and the risks and struggles they 
encounter along the way;

  create a cartoon strip about Nemo and other 
characters featured in the tank;

  discuss rules, morals and values which arise from  
the film;

  write character descriptions for Nemo, Marlin, Gill, 
Dory, Deb, Jacques, Peach, Gurgle, Bloat and Bubbles;

  brainstorm new storylines and adventures for the  
Tank Gang;

  build models, sculptures or constructions relevant to 
the film and explain them;

  write a film review;

  
 
create a mind map, a sequence line or a plot outline 
of the narrative of Finding Nemo;

  create a big-book about Nemo and his adventures;

  visit an aquarium, marine discovery centre, or zoo 
and investigate creatures from the film. On returning 
to school, create books recording the experience. 
Share books with other classes in the school;

  conduct interviews in roleplaying, e.g. Nemo, Dory  
or Marlin. Brainstorm what they can ask each other. 
Compile a list of questions to ask. Compare and 
discuss the interviews. Present the interviews in front 
of a school assembly;

  make sock-puppets or other puppet types that 
represent the film’s characters. Run a ‘News Bulletin’ in 
which different puppets interview each other about 
life in the tank;

  present the history of Nemo through interview, e.g. 
the whole class could be characters in the Tank Gang;

  
 
become reporters. Interview/research the way Nemo 
came to be lost at sea and produce a Nemo Bulletin, 
which discusses issues of his situation, write the script, 
act and video it. Share with other classes;

  ask students: ‘Why do you think Pixar wrote this  
story? What do you think they hope the viewer will 
understand?’; and

  solve problems through drama. Using the phrase 
‘What would happen if…?’ Create scenarios and 
enact scenes. (K-7)
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2.7 Gathering life stories
Consider the people, fish, places and events that  
have been most significant in the lives of the film’s  
key characters. Imagine interviewing a range of the  
key characters. Sample questions for these interviews  
might include:

  When and where were you born?

  Where did you grow up?

  How would you describe yourself?

  What are some of the most important things that have 
happened in your life?

  Why are these things important to you?

  Who are some of the important people in your life 
and why? 

Make lists of the things that the interviewee considered to 
be important. Ask students to write a brief summary of 
each event, or write a biography of the character they 
interviewed. (4-7)

2.8 Using life stories
Ask students to consider the parallels between their own 
experiences and those of the film’s characters. Students 
might explore some of the following questions:

  
 
What can we say about the kinds of things that are 
important to us?

  
 
What appear to be some of the most important things 
that happen in people’s lives?

  Are these events chosen or do they just happen?

  
 
Do we have control over the events or people that 
shape who we are?

  
 
To what extent do we choose the sort of person  
we become?

Students discuss and give examples of their ideas, and 
display excerpts from various life stories around the room. 
(4-7)

2.6 Exploring the 
identities of others in

’s social sphere
Brainstorm the key characters from the film. Complete a 
character analysis on any one of the characters in the film. 
Below is an example of one way in which it could be 
carried out.

name

appearance

adventures

Explore the questions:

  How do the key characters develop?

  What shapes the way they think, feel and act?

  What makes them unique?

  What makes them the same as others?

  How do they see themselves? How do others see 
them?

  
 
How does ‘who I am’ (i.e. the way they see 
themselves) affect the way they see and treat others?

  What helps them feel good about themselves?

  What stops them from feeling good about 
themselves?

  How might they see themselves in the future? (4-7)

Nemo Gill Bubbles Bloat

Deb Gurgle Jacques Peach



22 the quest to find Nemo

2.10 Film talk
Use Readers Theatre to summarise the film’s storyline with 
the following prompts.

  Title of the film:

  In this film, the problem starts when…

  After that,…

  Next,…

  Then,….

  The problem is finally settled when,…

  The story ended when,…

  I predict that,…(4-7)

2.11 Feature article
Write a feature article on the film.

Guidelines:

  Include an interesting and eye-catching headline.

   The opening paragraph should draw the reader  
into the story and include who, what, when, where 
and why.

  Use sub-headings to break up the text.

  Include a by-line on the page.

  Use short sentences and paragraphs.

   Include photographs or illustrations you have drawn 
or find some pictures from travel brochures.

  Include a mention of the resources you have used.

   Decide whether it will be a ‘background’ or 
‘analytical’ piece.

   The feature article should be well planned. Design 
your article with headlines, sub-headings, text, 
illustrations/photographs and resources.

A guide to feature writing

A feature story is often about a particular topic currently  
in the news. It may provide background information or be 
an analytical piece that explains what has happened and 
predicts what might occur in the future.

A good feature should contain clear and concise facts.  
It must be easy for the reader to understand. It should  
be written in simple terms without specialist terminology. 
(5-7)

2.9 Getting inside their heads
Present the students with the following scenario:

‘Nemo has just arrived in the fish tank within the dentist’s 
office. He comes from another place, does not speak the 
same ‘lingo’ as the others in the tank and has a different 
appearance.’

Assign a number 1-5 to each student in the class. These 
numbers correspond with the following roles:

1. Nemo (the new fish in the tank)

2. Bubbles (a Tank Gang member)

3. Jacques (who wants to become friends)

4. Gill (a teacher-like figure)

5. Deb (a parent-like figure)

Each team of five discusses the following:

  What would your character be feeling?

  What would your character be thinking?

  How would your character be acting?

  What would your character be saying?

Students regroup in teams that include one of each 
character. Encourage them to go around the class and 
spend two minutes expressing their views from the 
perspective of the character. (4-7)

Have students reflect on ways they can be quick to  
judge someone when first meeting them. Encourage them 
to come up with a statement or slogan that reminds them 
not to judge others. (4-7)

Examine the discipline policy of your school or classroom 
to see what procedures are in place to manage unfair 
treatment. If none are in place, consider the various types 
of unfair treatment that can occur and what processes 
might be implemented to avoid them. These ideas could 
be added to your present policy. (4-7)
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2.13 Using press clippings
Encourage students to read a range of press clippings 
about Finding Nemo and the Great Barrier Reef. Let them 
absorb the news and read stories of interest to them.

   Use the press clippings to highlight local issues 
affecting the Great Barrier Reef. (5-7)

  Keep scrapbooks to follow issues. (5-7)

   Allocate an issue to a group of students. Ask them  
to write out the main points of the article or share a 
verbal explanation in their own words to others. (5-7)

  Use Blooms Taxonomy levels as follows:

A checklist

  Have you researched the topic?

   Have you selected sub-headings that will interest  
the reader?

  List what you would like to find out about the topic.

  List some of the questions you want answered.

   Have you checked the spelling, grammar and 
punctuation?

  Are your sentences too long?

  Has anyone else read your story for errors?

  Have you included illustrations/pictures/photographs 
to break up the slab of information?

   Have you asked your library for copies of feature 
articles that have been written in papers? This might 
give an indication of layout. (5-7)

2.12 Lasting impressions
Using the www.findingnemo.com.au website as a stimulus,  
ask students to design their own visual image representing 
the film’s characters, story or setting. Teachers might wish 
to give the students a particular context for this activity,  
for example:

‘Imagine the Post Office has commissioned you to create a 
series of stamps for overseas mail. Your task is to create 
some visual images from the film Finding Nemo for this 
stamp series.’ Ask students: ‘What places and marine 
creatures would you choose for your stamp series?’ (K-7) 

Knowledge

 Define 10 words found within the press clippings.

  Draw a map of the settings inclusive of the area 
mentioned in the press clippings.

  Devise a list of words that relate to the issue  
in the film.

  Write an acrostic poem about the film and the 
issue featured in the press clippings. (5-7)

Comprehension

  Write a letter to someone using vocabulary from 
the list of words.

  Explain a press clipping about the film to a 
younger student.

 Identify the issue in the press clipping.

  Prepare a one-minute talk. Use any information 
from the press clippings. (5-7)

Analysis

  Compare the Great Barrier Reef with a coral reef 
in another part of the world.

  Design a flow chart that shows why the world 
needs the Great Barrier Reef. (5-7)

Synthesis

  Devise a centrespread, multimedia presentation,  
a report or a brochure that conveys detailed 
information about the film. (5-7)

Evaluation

  Write an editorial for your local newspaper to 
discuss the film. (5-7)

Application

    Act on the information from the media 
investigation and communicate conclusions  
to other classes, the community, or members  
of organisations. (5-7)
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