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If you like to breathe air and eat food, you should thank phytoplankton. Here’s why: 

Just like rainforests, they are carbon 
converters. They change carbon dioxide 
to oxygen. Half of the oxygen in the air 
we breathe is made by phytoplankton.  

Phytoplankton bloom in large amounts. From 
space we can see huge swirling marble patterns 
of green and red. You could see them with your 
own eyes from the International Space Station, 
but scientists use satellites to monitor them 
every day of the year. Scientists can be very 
precise with current satellites to know how much 
Phytoplankton is in the ocean. This is called 
biomass. However, we are not very good at 
knowing which types are there. NASA’s PACE 
Mission will launch a new satellite that will be 
able to sense not just how much phytoplankton, 
but what types too.    

Microscopic phytoplankton are at the 
bottom of the marine food web and are 
eaten by everything that is bigger than 
they are. Energy that starts with 
phytoplankton provides fuel for life on 
our planet; including humans.   
 

If you can only see phytoplankton 
using a microscope, why can we see 

them from space? 

Image Credit: Norman Kuring (NASA GSFC) 
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Yes, water on its own looks blue. 
Sunlight is a spectrum of rainbow 
colours. When light hits the ocean 
surface, red light is absorbed (so we 
don’t see it) and blue light is reflected. 
We see the blue light because the 
ocean bounces it back to our eyes like 
a mirror.  
 
Phytoplankton are better at reflecting 
more colours than just blue. When 
there are large amounts of 
phytoplankton in the ocean, they 
literally change the colour of the 
water.  

The ocean is blue right? 
Well… 

Image Credit: Norman Kuring (NASA GSFC) 
 



Ocean Color Wheel

Assembly Instructions:
1) Print all pages single-sided on card stock or thick paper.
2) Cut out the three wheels (top, center, back) using the pink solid lines as a guide.
3) Cut out the windows on “top” wheel using the dashed lines as your guide.  
4) Carefully punch a small hole through the center of the top and center wheels.
5) Attach page the center wheel behind the top wheel with the fastener so that the round head is on the front.
6) Glue the back of the wheel to the blank side of the center wheel.
 

Page 1: Top wheel, with cut out windows.

Materials needed: Card stock or thick paper, round head fastener (1” or smaller), paste or glue.

Cut line



Page 2: Center wheel. Attach to the top wheel (page 1) in the center using the round head fastener.
The information on the center should align with the windows on the front wheel as it is turned.

Cut line



Page 3: Bottom wheel should be glued to the back of the center wheel (page 2).

Cut line
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GAME INSTRUCTIONS 
 
SNAP 
Players: 2-4  
Aim: To win the snap pot until you hold all the cards 
Print a minimum of 2 sets of phyto cards. You can print as many as you like for a longer game.  

• Evenly deal the cards face down one at a time to each player. 
• Players do not look at their cards. 
• One at a time, each player takes their turn. Turn a card upright into the middle of the table (the snap pot).  
• If two of the same cards are revealed on top of each other, the fastest player calls “snap” and slaps their hand 

down on the cards in the snap pot.  
• In the case of a tie, the person with their hand on the snap pot first is the winner.  
• The winner gets to pick up the snap pot to add to their own deck.  
• Play continues until only one player holds all the cards, or there are no more matches.  

 
GO FISH 
Players: 2-4 
Aim: To collect as many sets of 4 as possible  

• Print a minimum of 4 sets of phyto cards, or more for a longer game.  
• Use standard Go Fish card game rules [for example: https://www.dltk-kids.com/games/go-fish.htm]. 

 
CELEBRITY HEADS/20 Questions   
Players: Whole class activity  
Aim: To deduce which phyto card you have by asking 20 or less yes/no questions.   

• Print one set of cards (You may wish to print them on A4) 
• Choose 2-4 students to sit at the front of the class in front of the white board.  
• Stick phyto cards above the student’s heads, so they can’t see them, but the rest of the class can.  
• Each student takes their turn to ask a question in order to deduce which phyto card they have. Eg, “Am I a 

dinoflagellate? Yes/No” or “Am I toxic?” Yes/No.  
• Students are given two chances at a final answer.  
• Can be played one-on-one or in small groups as a game of 20 Questions.  
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