
What is an 
Ecosystem?
Explore a tiny one with a 

micro hike!



An Ecosystem is…

• “The complex of a community of 
organisms and its environment 
functioning as an ecological unit” 
(Merriam Webster)

• Can you explain that in a less 
complex way?



An ecosystem in simple 
terms is…
• All the living (biotic) and nonliving 

(abiotic) things interacting with each 
other in an area. 

• Ecosystems often have many 
different kinds of things living in 
them.



Some things to know 
about an ecosystem
• Where does the energy come from?

• What are the creatures that use this 
energy to make food called? 

• What is this process called?

• What are the creatures called who eat the 
ones who make food out of sunlight?

• What happens to the energy then?

• The flow of energy through an ecosystem 
is understood by the question of “who 
eats what?”



Some interesting terms to know

• Producer or Autotroph

This word means self-feeder. Also 
called a primary producer. Examples 
include plants, algae and some 
bacteria.

• Consumer or Heterotroph
The species that consume other 
species in an ecosystem.



Some more terms

• Herbivores (also called primary tertiary 
consumer): Species that consume only 
plant matter and non animal species.

• Carnivores (also called secondary 
consumers): Get their nutrients by eating 
animals.

• Omnivores: Get their nutrients from 
eating both animal and plant species

• Decomposers: Break down waste and 
living creatures into dirt which then is 
used again by the primary producers. 
Types of decomposers include  bacteria, 
fungi, worms, mold, and some insects.



Where can 
ecosystems be 

found? Any 
guesses?



What different factors 
make up an eco system?
• Biotic: living things.

• Abiotic: non-living things.

• Terrestrial: the landscape and the 
physical layout of the area.



Can you give some 
examples of an 
ecosystem that you 
know well?



Is Squam Lake an Ecosystem?



What is a micro hike you ask?

• It is a way to explore a tiny space 
that holds an entire ecosystem that 
is right under your nose.

• You can choose to take your micro 
hike in your back yard or pretty 
much anywhere else that is 
outdoors and natural.
• Pick a safe spot and make sure your 

family knows where you will be.

• Your area should be roughly one 
meter long and one meter wide.



Steps to take to prepare for your hike

• Make some predictions about what 
you will see on your hike.

• What kinds of biotic or living things will 
you see?

• What kinds of abiotic or nonliving 
factors will you see?

• Do you think you will see any 
producers, consumers or 
decomposers? What types?

• Write down your predictions.

• Invite your friends and families to join 
you!



What you need to bring

• One string that is about 1 to 2 meters 
in length. You will use this to create the 
path you will take. You can arrange it 
however you like within your space. 

• Some paper and a writing utensil.

• One magnifying glass (optional).

• Take photographs or make sketches of 
the different things you see.



Let the hiking begin!

• Place your string on the ground and 
get very close to your space so that 
you can easily see all that is going on. 
Follow your string path through this 
space.

• Try to see all the details by moving 
grass and other things out of way so 
that you can see everything clearly.

• On your paper make three columns. 
One titled animals, one terrain, and 
one plants. Write down the different 
things you see in those columns.



Let the hiking begin!

• On your piece of paper take notes 
of the different biotic and abiotic 
things you see. 

• Can you identify the different 
consumers and producers you 
see?

• How do the different factors in this 
ecosystem affect each other?

• Try to identify the different species 
of plants or animals or insects that 
you observed.



Some videos looking at ecosystems and 
insects.
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=2&v=bJETo

Q49Yjc&feature=emb_logo

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=rKQfJF
AHW8Q&feature=emb_logo



Sources

• https://sciencing.com/energy-cycle-ecosystem-8881.html
• https://readbiology.com/difference-between-biotic-and-

abiotic/
• https://sites.google.com/nuhop.org/at-home-outdoor-

education/micro-hike?authuser=0


