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Coral reefs are colourful underwater worlds that teem with animals, from 

teeny tiny corals to spectacular rays and sharks. We’re going to explore 

inside a reef, where every space is crammed with life!

A coral reef is covered with billions of tiny 

animals called coral polyps. Huge groups 

of polyps make up colourful colonies. 

Many of these corals build up the reef 

itself (see pages 12–13 to find out 

how they do this).

Welcome to the 

Coral Reef

Under its colourful  

surface, the rocky part  

of a reef is made of layers  

of limestone rock. 

All sorts of other animals, 

such as starfish, crabs and 

anemones, crawl over the reef 

or cling to the reef, hunting for 

scraps of food and shelter.

Hundreds of species of colourful 

fish, such as clownfish and 

butterfly fish, swim over 

and around the reef, looking 

for food and hiding among the 

corals for protection.

Sea turtle

Starfish (sea star)

Butterfly fish

Clownfish
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Coral reefs are found along 

coasts and around islands in 

tropical parts of the world, 

where the water is always 

warm. They only grow in 

shallows seas because coral 

polyps need sunlight to live.

Inside facts

• The Great Barrier Reef is the world’s longest 

coral reef system. It stretches 2,300 km along the 

east coast of Australia. That’s the same distance 

as from the top of Scotland to the bottom of Italy!

Layers of an ocean (not to scale!)

Sunlit zone

Continental shelf

Twilight zone

Deep trenches

Midnight zone

Abyssal zone

Inside the reef, among the 

rocky mounds, are many nooks, 

crannies, caves and crevices 

where animals make their homes, 

shelter from predators or lie in 

wait to attack their prey.

PSST!
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As we move from the shore to the ocean, the 

different parts of the reef are called reef zones.

The sand is made 

when the reef is 

eroded and broken up 

by waves into tiny bits. 

Off the beach is an area 

of shallow water called 

a lagoon. Some 

corals grow here, 

along with sea 

grasses.

The back reef is 

 the coral-covered slope 

between the lagoon and  

the highest part of the reef.

Hidden Under 

the Surface

Most coral reefs grow on rocks in shallow seas along coasts and around islands. 

They sit between the shore and the deep water of the ocean. If we look at the 

structure of the shoreline, we see how the different areas of the reef form.

Animals such as crabs and marine 

worms live in the sand along the shore.

Mangrove tree and roots

Sometimes the shore 

is lined with trees 

called mangroves, 

which live with their 

roots in the water. 

Along the shore are 

sandy beaches.

Much of  

the sand  

is parrotfish 

poo, too (see 

page 17)!
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The reef crest is the highest 

part of the reef. It sometimes 

pokes up above the waves when 

the sea level falls at low tide.

The fore reef faces the open 

ocean. It gets hit by waves in 

stormy weather and bits of coral 

are sometimes knocked off.

If you slice through the shoreline 

like a piece of cake, you can see that 

the reef is made of layers of limestone 

rock built-up by the coral polyps. 

Beneath the reef is bedrock that the reef  

is built up on to begin with.

Plate 

corals

Reef crest

Now the reef slopes steeply down 

into the deep sea. Large plate-like 

corals grow on the slope.

The reefs are beautiful 

to look at, but we must  

not disturb them!
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