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Objective: Describe the five layers of a tropical rainforest.  Identify 
plants and animals that live in ecosystems of a tropical rainforest.  
 
Background: 

Occupying 4 million square miles of the wettest land in the 
world, the evergreen tropical rainforest is a complex habitat.  Its 
plant and animal communities coexist in a unique balance with a 
climate that they largely create themselves. 

There are five layers of the rainforest: three are formed by 
the differences in growths of trees, and two are shrub layers.   

Emergent Layer 
This layer is the highest layer.  It is made up of the tops 

of the tallest trees (about 150 feet). The Ironwood and Kapok tree 
can be found in this layer.  These trees are umbrella- like covering 
the trees below.  Recently researchers have built aerial walkways 
and towers to investigate birds, butterflies and small monkeys, as 
well as bats, snakes and bugs.  Specifically, Howler monkeys, 
Harpy eagles, and Spear-nosed bats can be observed in this 
layer. 

Canopy Layer 
Most of the trees of the rainforest grow to be 60 to 130 

feet above the ground.  The tops of these trees form a ceiling 
called a canopy.  The dense green leaves of the canopy is where 
most of photosynthesis (food- making process of green plants) 
takes place.  The treetops of the canopy also protect the soil from 
erosion during heavy rains, but the canopy also stops the sunlight 
from entering the forest.  More animals live in the canopy than any 
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other part of the rainforest.  This layer of warm bright color is 
where you could find a Three-toed sloth, a Silky anteater, Macaws, 
Parrots, and Toucans, as well as snakes, lizards, and many 
insects. 

Understory Layer 
This layer is made up of trees that are growing up to 

reach the canopy.  They stop just below the canopy and wait until 
a gap appears which they can then grow into.  Threes are small 
(10 to 50 feet) with thin trunks.  This layer is the home to Jaguars, 
Mosquitoes, Tree frogs, and Tree boas.  

Shrub Layer 
This is the layer that grows between the smaller trees of 

the understory and the forest floor ( 0 to 10 feet).  Mosses, ferns, 
and orchids grow in this filtered light. 

Forest Floor Layer 
The forest floor is very dark due to the trees above 

stopping the sunlight.  It is estimated that only 2% of direct sunlight 
actually reaches the floor of the rainforest.   The soil on the floor is 
covered with leaf litter, twigs and dead plants which rot quickly to 
provide nutrients for the plants.  Large mammals such as the giant 
anteater and the tapir search for food here.  Ants, termites, 
beetles, and scorpions scurry through the rotting plant litter in this 
layer. 
 
Activity/Research: 

After familiarizing yourself with components and 
characteristics of each layer of the rainforest, chose one living 
thing from each layer to research.  Your notes should include the 
following information: 
 

1. Give your topic’s Specific name and physical 
description. 

2. Describe its habitat.  Identify the layer or layers of the 
rainforest where it lives. 

3. Tell your subject’s feeding habits and foods that it eats. 
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4. Relate its breeding rituals. 
5. Tell any interesting facts. 

 
Resources and Materials:  

Your research should be presented on 4 by 6" index cards.  
You will have five topics total. Be prepared to share your 
information.  Non-fiction books, encyclopedias, science or wildlife 
magazines, and computer web sites may be used as references. 
 
Assessment: 

Label the five layers of the rainforest on the following 
illustration.  Then on the same illustration draw and color five 
rainforest creatures in their appropriate rainforest layer. 
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