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Lesson Plan: Isopod 

Summary 
Students explore isopods from ancient origins to modern deep sea life using a vetted 

set of nine facts. They examine survival strategies, extreme fasting, conglobation, 

parasitic organ replacement, and roles in nutrient cleanup. The lesson ends with 

current concerns about deep sea change. 
https://www.youtube.com/live/1SG2FNpva-w?si=zrcxJuiXw1LfBIBt 

Objective 
Students will describe isopod history and adaptations, explain their role in deep sea 

nutrient recycling, and evaluate current human impacts on deep ocean ecosystems 

using evidence from the nine facts. 

Standards 
- NGSS MS-LS2-3, Develop a model to describe the cycling of matter and flow of 

energy among living and nonliving parts of an ecosystem. 

- CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RST.6-8.1, Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of 

science texts. 

- C3 D2.Geo.8.6-8, Analyze how human activity affects the environment. 

Materials 
- 9 Fun Facts list 

- Worksheet 

- Optional, paper or sketchbook, pencils or pens, projector or screen for class 

reading 
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Introduction 
Activate prior knowledge with a quick write on what students know about pill bugs 

and how they compare to ocean animals. Read the nine facts aloud as a class. 

Highlight terms like conglobation, scavenger, aphotic zone, and gigantism to build 

shared vocabulary. 

Activity 
In small groups, sort each fact into history, wild behavior, or modern status. Create a 

simple cause and effect chain that links whale falls to isopod feeding to nutrient 

recycling. Groups present a two minute summary using only the nine facts, then 

capture one question they still have. 

Assessment 
Students complete the worksheet using only information from the nine facts. Collect 

group cause and effect diagrams for accuracy and completeness. Conclude with a 

brief exit slip stating one adaptation and one ecosystem service provided by 

isopods. 

Rubric 
Criteria Excellent (4) Good (3) Fair (2) Poor (1) 
Content 
Understanding 

Accurately explains 
all categories and 
links across multiple 
facts 

Explains most 
categories with minor 
errors 

Partial explanations 
with notable gaps 

Minimal or incorrect 
explanations 

Discussion 
Participation 

Consistently 
contributes, listens, 
and builds on peers 

Contributes and 
listens with small 
prompts 

Rarely contributes or 
needs frequent 
prompts 

Does not participate 
or disrupts 

Worksheet 
Completion 

All answers correct, 
complete, and text 
supported 

Most answers correct 
and supported 

Some correct, limited 
support 

Few correct, little to 
no support 

Technology 
Connections 

Uses facts to create 
clear diagram or 
summary 

Diagram or summary 
mostly clear 

Diagram or summary 
unclear or incomplete 

No diagram or 
summary produced 
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9 Fun Facts 
1. Isopods have been around for more than 300 million years. 

The earliest isopods appeared in the Carboniferous Period, long before the 

dinosaurs. They are part of the crustacean family, which means they are related to 

shrimp, crabs, and lobsters. Fossil evidence shows that their body shape has 

changed very little since those early days. This makes them one of the oldest 

surviving animal designs on Earth. 

2. Their ancestors lived on land before some returned to the sea. 

Most isopods today live in the ocean, but their ancient relatives first crawled onto 

land to escape predators and find food. Over millions of years, some evolved back 

into aquatic forms, such as the giant isopods found in the deep ocean today. 

Terrestrial ones, like pill bugs and roly-polies, kept their land-living habits. This 

back-and-forth adaptation shows how flexible their biology is. 

3. The modern giant isopod was first discovered in 1879. 

A French zoologist named Alphonse Milne-Edwards found the first specimen in the 

Gulf of Mexico. It was nearly 14 inches long, shocking scientists who thought 

crustaceans that big only lived near the surface. Since then, at least 20 species of 

giant isopods have been described, ranging from about 7 to 20 inches long. They live 

in the cold, dark waters of the deep sea, usually between 500 and 7,000 feet deep. 

4. They can survive for years without eating. 

Giant isopods are scavengers, feeding mostly on the remains of whales, fish, and 

squid that fall to the ocean floor. In captivity, one isopod reportedly went five years 

without food and survived. Their slow metabolism and cold environment allow 

them to conserve energy extremely well. It is like being in permanent low-power 

mode. 

5. They curl into a ball like land-dwelling roly-polies. 

This defensive move is called conglobation. When threatened, both land and marine 

isopods tuck in their legs and form a tight ball to protect their soft undersides. The 

move is so effective that predators often lose interest. It is one of the few examples 

of shared behavior between deep-sea and terrestrial animals. 
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6. Some isopods are parasitic homewreckers. 

The tongue-eating louse, a type of isopod, enters a fish’s mouth and attaches to its 

tongue. It drinks the blood until the tongue falls off, then takes its place as the fish’s 

new “tongue.” The fish continues to live, using the parasite to grip food. It is the only 

known parasite to replace a host’s entire organ. 

7. They can get huge compared to their land cousins. 

Giant isopods grow up to 20 inches long and weigh as much as 4 pounds. Scientists 

think this is because of deep-sea gigantism, a phenomenon where animals grow 

larger in cold, high-pressure environments. By contrast, the common pill bug barely 

reaches half an inch. It is like comparing a hamster to a small dog. 

8. They are deep-sea cleanup crews. 

Isopods play an important role in recycling nutrients on the ocean floor. By eating 

dead animals, they help prevent the buildup of decaying matter and release 

nutrients back into the ecosystem. Without them and other scavengers, the deep 

ocean would be buried under rotting remains. Their work keeps the entire food web 

balanced. 

9. Their population is considered stable, but the deep sea is changing. 

Giant isopods are not currently endangered, but scientists worry about the effects of 

deep-sea mining and trawling. As humans explore deeper for resources, fragile 

ecosystems face disruption. These creatures have survived for hundreds of millions 

of years, but human activity now poses one of their biggest threats. Conservation 

groups are urging limits on deep-sea exploitation to protect species like them. 
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Worksheet 
Name: ________________________________________________ Date: ___________ 

Review 
1) When did isopods first appear, and what larger group do they belong to? 

2) Where do giant isopods usually live in terms of depth and conditions? 

Discussion 
3) How does conglobation help isopods avoid predators, and why might it work in 

different habitats? 

 

4) What does the tongue-eating louse do that makes it unique among parasites? 

 

Data Analysis 

5) Compare the size of giant isopods to pill bugs using the facts. What pattern does 

this suggest about deep sea life? 

 

6) Explain how isopods contribute to nutrient recycling on the ocean floor. 

 

Reflection 

7) Why might isopods be able to survive for years without eating, and what 

tradeoffs come with that strategy? 

 

8) Based on the final fact, what human activities could threaten deep sea isopods, 

and why should that matter to people on land? 
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