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A coral reef is a crowded place. Thousands of creatures,

of all shapes and sizes, depend on the coral for food, shelter 

and a safe place to lay their eggs. 

If all creatures were out and about at 

the same time, food and space would 

quickly run out. So they take it in turns 

between day and night which means 

there’s plenty to go round.
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We’re going to follow the life of a coral reef and its 

animals over a day and night to see what happens at 

the different times. 

But what is a coral reef?
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A coral reef is made by living sea animals called corals. 

They consist of many small polyps that look like sea 

anemones. Their soft, tube-shaped bodies have mouths at 

the top, fringed with wavy tentacles.

1) A coral starts off as a 

larva, swimming in the water.

Tiny, plant-like algae live inside the polyps. They use 

sunlight to make food. That’s why reefs need clean, 

shallow water – to let the light shine through. The 

algae help feed the polyps and, in return, the polyps 

give the algae a home. 

2

)

 

T

h

e

 

l

a

r

v

a

 

s

t

i

c

k

s

 

i

t

s

e

l

f

 

t

o

 

a

 

r

o

c

k

 

a

n

d

 

t

u

r

n

s

 

i

n

t

o

 

a

 

p

o

l

y

p

Here’s how a vast coral 

reef grows:
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Corals come in many colours . Some of the 

brownish-beige colours are made by the algae, 

living inside the corals. Colours such as pink, 

orange, green and blue are made by the polyps, 

to protect the algae from too much sunlight.
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Others, like the butterflyfish, have been sleeping 

in cracks between the coral. Animals know when 

it’s time to wake up or sleep by the changing 

amounts of sunlight reaching the reef.  

It’s dawn on the coral reef. As the sun starts to 

rise, it’s all change as the day shift takes over 

from the night shift. Some creatures, like the 

reef shark, have spent the night hunting and 

are ready for a rest.
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A polyp’s mouth is on top of its body, fringed by wavy 

tentacles. Some polyps extend their tentacles during the 

day so the algae inside can make the most of the sunlight.  

Others extend their tentacles at night to catch tiny    

bits of food from the water.
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