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3.3 Energy Flow in Ecosystems 

Lesson Objective 
Trace the flow of energy through living systems. 

Identify the three types of ecological pyramids. 

BUILD Vocabulary 
A. The chart below shows key terms from the lesson with their definitions. Complete the 

chart by writing a strategy to help you remember the meaning of each term. One has been 
done for you. 

 

Term Definition 
 The total amount of living tissue, usually measured in grams, within a 

given trophic level 

 A graphic that shows the relative amount of energy or matter 
contained within each trophic level in a food chain or food web 

 Series of steps in which organisms transfer energy by eating and 
being eaten 

 Network of feeding relationships composed of multiple food chains 

 Aquatic primary producers composed of a mixture of floating algae 

 Each step in the food chain or food web 

 Diverse group of small, swimming animals that feed on marine algae 
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BUILD Understanding 
Preview Visuals  Looking at a picture or diagram can help you to begin to understand what’s 
in the upcoming lesson. Use a compare/contrast table when you want to see the similarities and 
differences between two or more objects or processes. 

Before you read Lesson 3, look carefully at the diagram of 
the food chain. Then look carefully at the diagram of the food web. 
Complete the chart with details that explain how food chains and food webs are similar and how 
they are different. Some details have been added for you. 

Comparison of Food Chains and Food Webs 

Similarities Differences 

Both begin with a primary producer. A food chain includes only one chain. A 
food web includes multiple chains. 

 
 

BUILD Connections 
Earth’s Recycling Center  An analogy takes two things that seem to be different and 
shows how they can be similar. 

1. Which of the following descriptions—A or B— 
best explains how the analogy of the recycling 
center helps you understand the importance of 
decomposers to our life on Earth? 

A. Like a recycling machine, decomposers break 
down matter. They make it available to 
primary producers to use. 

B. A recycling center builds materials. 
Decomposers build matter for primary 
producers to use to build other matter. 

2. Using the analogy, explain to your partner what 
might happen if all the decomposers disappeared 
from Earth.  (Write your response) 
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Trophic Levels and Ecological Pyramids 
Pyramids of Energy  When an organism consumes food, the organism does not obtain all of 
the energy stored in the food. Energy is lost in each step in a food chain. Each step in a food chain 
is called a trophic level. A pyramid of energy, such as the one below, compares the energy 
available at different trophic levels. 
 
• The base contains producers. They 

have the most energy available to 
theanimals that eat them. 

• Each level up has consumers that 
will have lower amounts of energy 
available. 

• Each step is called a trophic level. 

• Each step up has only 10 percent of 
the energy from the previous 
trophic level. 

 
Follow the directions and answer the questions about the 10 percent rule of energy in the 
food chain. 

1. Lightly shade in each of the 100 boxes in the grid labeled producer. How many units of 
energy are available to the producer?  

2. Shade in the top row of boxes in the first-level consumer grid. How many units of energy are 
available to this organism?  

3. Shade in only 1 box in the second-level consumer grid. How many units of energy are 
available to this organism?  

4. Shade in one box in the inset diagram in the third-level consumer grid. How many units of 
energy are available to this organism?  
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