
WORM ZOO
Objective:  The purpose of this game is to introduce the players to a wide variety of annelids, 
nematodes and platyhelminthes.  Often the word “worm” conjures up nothing more than an image of 
an earthworm.  There are thousands of species of worms, many of them marine creatures that we 
would probably not even identify as worms.  Hopefully after playing this game the participants will gain 
an appreciation for worms!

Number of players:  Anywhere from 2 to 12 (or even a few more).  Larger groups play as teams.

Time to prepare:  It will take one adult about an hour to assemble the display “cages.”

Time to play:  Anywhere from 15 minutes to 60 minutes, depending on how much time you spend 
reading the information on the cards, and how many times you play the game.

You will need:
     •  copies of the colored card pages (printed onto card stock, if possible)
     •  scissors
     •  glue stick or white glue (and possibly tape as well)
     •  colored paper to make display “cages” for the worm cards  (2 sheets of each color, to make two 
sets of cages.  You decide how many cages in each set.  Recommended : 6 cages per set)
     •  a copy of the spinner pieces
     •  some cardboard (recycle some cereal boxes!)
     •  some very short sharpened pencils, or short pieces of dowel sharpened to a point

How to prepare:
 Cut apart the worm cards and set them aside until ready to play.
 Cut out the spinner squares and glue to cardboard.  When dry (or after a few minutes, if you 
are in a hurry) trim off extra cardboard.  Prepare four pencils (or pieces of dowel rod approximate diam-
eter of a pencil) by cutting them to a length of about 2 or 3 inches (6-8 cm) and sharpening one end.  
Punch a small hole in the center of the cardboard spinner using the point of a scissor or ballpoint pen.  
(The sharpened pencil might be used if you are careful, but chances are the point will snap.)  After the 
starter hole is punched, push each pencil (or piece of dowel) into the hole so that the sharpened end is 
sticking out about an inch (2-3 cm).  (See illustration on the first spinner pattern page.)  Make sure the 
pencil is stuck in tightly.  If it is loose, you may want to secure it with some glue or tape.  Then check 
each spinner to see if works.  Give it a spin, like a top, and see if it twirls well.  If not, make corrections 
so that it spins.  If does not have to spin a long time, just long enough to give the players the satisfac-
tion of seeing it spin, and making sure it lands on a random side each time.
 
How to play:
 Divide the players into two teams.  You don’t need to have exactly the same number of players 
on each team.   Distribute cards to each team (or to each player if you only have two players).  You 
may want to emphasize group cooperation, especially if you have players who may need help reading 
the information on the cards.  Each player can hold some of the cards, or you can lay all the cards out 
in front of the whole team so everyone can see them.  Do what works best for you.  You can also vary 



To make the zoo’s “display cages” you will need sheets of colored paper.  Colored cages will 
make the game look more exciting and interesting to the players.  Fold each paper like this:

STEP 1:  Fold the paper in 
thirds, as shown above.

STEP 2:  Cut a “window” on one 
side, leaving a square U-shaped 
hole.  Keep the “scrap” piece for 
step 6.

STEP 3:  Glue down the 
sides of the U-shaped 
window.  Use a very nar-
row bead of glue.

STEP 4:  Press firmly to 
secure these side seams.

STEP 5:  The “cage” should look like this 
after these steps are complete.  Now 
you just need to make an internal piece 
that will keep the cage from going flat.

STEP 6:  Take the “scrap” piece 
that you cut out in step 2 and 
make pleats as shown here.

STEP 7:  Put some glue on 
the end flaps (both ends, even 
though only one end is shown 
here).

STEP 8:  Keep this piece folded 
and place it inside the display 
“cage” you just made.

STEP 9:  Press and hold. STEP 10:  After dry, this interior sup-
port piece will allow the display cage 
to open only so far, and will also keep 
it from closing too easily (and will fold 
flat for storage).

TIP: Keep the folded cages, the worm cards, and the disassembled 
spinners in a flat storage envelope or plastic container and either 
keep it for later use or pass it along to another family.



the number cages you use in order to adjust the game for more or less players (or for a longer or shorter 
game).  You can use as few as 2 cages or as many as 7. 
 The goal of the game is to fill your team’s empty cages with specimens.  The teams take turns be-
ing in charge of the spinners.   Within each time, players can take turns spinning.
 Choose how many spinners you will use for each game.  Using just one spinner will be very easy 
and give more possible results. With each spinner you add, the number of qualifying worms decreases, 
lengthening the game.  You can even let each team choose the spinners they want to spin.  It really 
doesn’t matter because the object of the game is to become familiar with the worms and that will be 
accomplished no matter which spinners you use or how the zoos are filled.)  This is a flexible game that 
can be somewhat individualized to your particular group of students.
 When the spinners have been spun and have all come to rest, someone reads the sides of the 
spinners that are touching the table.  Each team (or player) looks through their cards to try to find one 
that has all those characteristics.  Players can use clues that are in the written descriptions or that can 
easily be seen by looking at the picture (e.g. looking for feet, fans, feathers or scales).  The players with 
those cards (on either team, either the spinning or non-spinning team) may then put those worms into 
one of their team’s display cages.  Then it’s other team’s turn to spin the spinners. 
 The first team to fill all their display cages wins the game (or wins that round, if you are playing 
multiple rounds--which is highly recommended).  Shuffle the cards between rounds, making sure that the 
players end up with different worms in each round.  This will allow them to become familiar with as many 
worms as possible during the game.
 There may be times when the spinners give impossible scenarios, in which case you just spin 
again.  Which spinners you use and how many of them you use is up to the teacher/adult.  This game is 
somewhat flexible, and can be adapted whenever necessary.  
 In cases of ambiguity, it is up to the adult supervisor to determine whether a worm qualifies.  
(The real goal of the game is to learn about worms, not really to fill a zoo, so the determination of the 
supervisor will be just fine in all cases!)

EXTRA GAME IDEA:   “ESCAPED!”
 Here’s another game you can play with the cards.  (Actually, I found this game even more 
effective than the regular game, even with my middle schoolers!)  Put the cards in a stack and in the 
control of the supervising adult.  The supervisor begins laying out cards, face up, saying the name of 
each worm as it is laid down (and possibly pointing out some important features or information about 
the worms if you are trying to sneak in content wherever possible).  In the first round, only four cards are 
laid out.  Then the students must turn around (or close their eyes if they can do it without cheating) while 
the supervisor removes one worm card.   The supervisor may rearrange the remaining cards to make it 
more difficult to determine which one is missing.  The students then look carefully at the cards and try 
to determine which worm has “escaped from the zoo.”   If they can say the name of the missing worm, 
the card is returned.  The supervisor then adds another card and the process is repeated with five cards.  
With each round, the supervisor adds another worm.  After 8 or 10 rounds, it will become much more 
difficult to determine which card is missing.  (WIth older students you can start out with 6-8 cards.)
 To make it even more fun, set a timer giving the students only 30 seconds to correctly guess the 
missing worm.  If the worm is not identified in that amount of time, the worm is has successfully escaped 
from the zoo, and the card is not returned.   You could even keep score:  HUMANS vs. WORMS.  Give 
the students a point for each worm they return and give the worms a point for each successful escape.  
For this variation, start the game with at least 10 cards, to give the worms a fair chance at winning.  

VIDEO ACTIVITY:  
 Watch some videos of some of these worms 
on Ellen McHenry’s kid-safe YouTube channel: 
YouTube.com/eejm63.  Playlist: Worms

ellenjmchenry.com
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ed

 th
e 
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m
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ot
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 b
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at
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ve
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de
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.  
Th

er
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al
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R
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Th
e 

se
a 

m
ou

se
 is

 a
 m

ar
in

e 
an

ne
lid

 th
at

 is
 c

ov
er

ed
 w

ith
 lo

ng
 s

et
ae

 
th

at
 lo

ok
 li

ke
 h

ai
rs

.  
It 

is
 a

 p
re

da
to

r b
ut

 is
 h

ar
m

le
ss

 to
 p

eo
pl

e.
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ve

s 
in

 th
e 

N
or

th
 A

tla
nt

ic
.  
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fo

ot
 fl

ap
s 

an
d 

is
 a
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er

m
ap

hr
od

ite
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Th
e 

tri
ch

in
el

la
 w

or
m

 is
 a

 n
em

at
od

e 
pa

ra
si

te
 th

at
 in

fe
ct

s 
m

an
y 

an
i-

m
al

s,
 in

cl
ud

in
g 

hu
m

an
s.

  I
t l

iv
es

 in
 m
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cl

e 
ce

lls
.  

H
um

an
s 
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ua

lly
 g

et
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em
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 e
at

in
g 

un
de
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ok
ed

 p
or
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 m
al
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nd
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al

es
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e 
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w

or
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 a

 m
ar

in
e 

an
ne

lid
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w
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. (
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 c
m

). 
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te
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e 
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a 
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.  
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is

 a
 p
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to
r w

ith
 s
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w

s.
  I

t c
an

 
so
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et

im
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 b
e 
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m
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Th

er
e 

ar
e 
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al
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nd
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al
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e 
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in

ea
 w

or
m

 is
 a

 p
ar
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iti

c 
ne

m
at

od
e 

na
m

ed
 a

fte
r t

he
 c

ou
nt

ry
 o

f 
G

ui
ne
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Th
e 

la
rv

a 
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e 
in

 ti
ny

 c
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st
ac

ea
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. P
eo

pl
e 

dr
in

k 
in

fe
st

ed
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a-
te

r a
nd

 u
nk

no
w
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gl

y 
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w
 la

rv
ae
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Th

er
e 

ar
e 
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al
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nd
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al
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O
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Lu
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VE
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R

M

Th
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 m
ar

in
e 

an
ne
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ve
s 

in
 w
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m

 c
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al
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ef
s.

  I
t h
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 p

oi
so

no
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ris

tle
s 
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 s

id
es

 a
nd

 is
 a

 p
re

da
to

r. 
 It

s 
br

ee
di

ng
 s

ea
so

ns
 a

re
 d

et
er

m
in

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
ph
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es
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f t

he
 m

oo
n.

  T
he

 m
al

es
 a

nd
 fe

m
al

es
 ri

se
 to

 th
e 

su
rfa

ce
 a

nd
 g

lo
w
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Th
e 

ho
ok

w
or

m
 is

 a
 p

ar
as

iti
c 

ne
m

at
od

e 
th

at
 li

ve
s 

in
 th

e 
in

te
st

in
es

 o
f 

m
am

m
al

s.
 T

he
 s
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to

m
s 

ca
n 

be
 fa

irl
y 

m
in

or
.  

H
um

an
s 

ca
n 

ge
t h

oo
kw
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m

s 
by

 g
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ng
 b

ar
ef

oo
t i

n 
an

 in
fe

st
ed
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re
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Th
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e 
m

al
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nd

 fe
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es
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Th
is

 w
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nd
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e 
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 p
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m

 E
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iu
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he
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 w
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m
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e 
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r l
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 U
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d 
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rro

w
 o

n 
sa

nd
y 
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ac

he
s 
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d 
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ed
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 ti
ny

 
pa

rti
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th
er
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m
al

s 
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in
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e 
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rro

w,
 to
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re
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al
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m
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 is
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or
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is

 in
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m
 

O
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.  
It 
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s 
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e 
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d 
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 in
 m
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st
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.  
It 
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s 
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Th

er
e 

ar
e 

m
al

es
 a

nd
 fe

m
al

es
. 


