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adaptation a body part, feature, or behaviour that helps a living thing survive and function 
better in its particular environment

anthers the male part of the flower that contains the pollen

camouflage an adaptation where protective colouring helps an animal blend in with its sur-
roundings

carnivore an organism that eats mostly meat

chlorophyll
the green coloured matter found mainly in the leaves and stems of most plants 
that absorbs energy from sunlight to produce carbohydrates from carbon dioxide 
and water during photosynthesis

community the group of animals, plants, and other organisms that live and interact in the 
same habitat

decompose to decay or to cause something to decay

decomposer an organism that breaks down dead plant or animal matter (e.g. bacteria and 
fungi), thus using and returning to the soil nutrients that are then used by plants

detritus feeder an organism that feeds upon the remains of other organisms (e.g. vultures)

ecosystem
the biological community of all the living things (plants, animals and other organ-
isms) in a given area, interacting with each other and also with their non-living 
components (weather, earth, sun, soil, climate, atmosphere)

environment the surroundings or conditions in which a person, animal, or plant lives or oper-
ates

equator
the invisible line on the surface of the earth, exactly half way between the north 
and south poles, that divides the earth into the northern and southern hemi-
spheres

equinox
the time and date at/on which the sun crosses the equator causing day and night 
to be of equal length. It happens twice a year (around the 22nd September and 
20th March)
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This glossary is intended to give a 
comprehensive list of the most helpful terms 
for teaching and learning about the foundations 
of environmental science.
Terms in coloured bold in the topic documents 
may be found here with a corresponding definition. 
Although we have included all the terms that are 
necessary for teaching and taking part in the activities, 
please consult a dictionary for any terms not found in 
this list.



plant fertilisation the fusion of the male and female cells in the ovary to form seeds

food chain a series of organisms ranked to show that each is dependent on the one before 
as a source of food

food web a natural interconnection of several food chains

germination when a seed begins to grow and develop into a plant

habitat the natural home of an animal, plant, or other organism

herbaceous 
plants

plants that have a soft (not woody) stem above the ground. The daisy is an ex-
ample of a herbaceous plant

herbivore an organism that eats mostly plant matter

metamorphosis the transition that some organisms make from birth/hatching to their adult stage 
(e.g. a tadpole becoming a frog)

native species plants, animals, or other organisms that are indigenous to a certain area – mean-
ing they occur naturally or have existed for many years there

omnivore an organism whose diet includes both animal and plant matter

osmosis
the process by which plant roots take up water from the soil; water molecules 
move from an area of low concentration (the soil) to an area of high concentra-
tion (the root hair)

ovule the part of the ovary of seed plants that contains the female cell and after fertili-
sation becomes the seed

photosynthesis a process by which a plant produces its food using energy from sunlight, carbon 
dioxide from air and water and nutrients from the soil

pollen
a fine, powdery substance, typically yellow, consisting of microscopic grains dis-
charged from the male part of a flower or from a male cone. Each grain contains 
a male cell that can fertilize the female ovule

pollen tube a hollow tube that develops from a pollen grain when deposited on the stigma of 
a flower, which then conveys the pollen to the ovule

pollination the act of transferring pollen grains from the male anther of a flower to the fe-
male stigma with the goal of creating offspring for the next generation

predator an animal that lives by killing and eating other animals

prey an animal hunted as food by another animal

primary consum-
ers

the trophic level consisting of organisms that feed on producers (i.e. herbivores 
and omnivores)

producers the trophic level consisting of all organisms that make their own food (the ma-
jority of which are plants that use energy from the sun)

scavenger an organism that feeds on dead animal and plant matter

secondary con-
sumers

the trophic level consisting of organisms that feed on primary consumers (i.e. 
carnivores and omnivores)

species a set of animals, plants, or other organisms in which the members have similar 
characteristics and reproduce with each other
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stigma the female part of the flower that receives the pollen during pollination

tertiary consum-
ers

the trophic level that consists of organisms that feed on secondary consumers. 
Tertiary consumers are often secondary consumers too, as they feed on both 
carnivores and herbivores (e.g. vultures)

trophic level
each of several hierarchical levels in an ecosystem, comprising of organisms 
that share the same function in the food chain and the same nutritional relation-
ship to the primary sources of energy (e.g. producer, primary consumer…)

web of life the links between different organisms in the environment through which energy 
and nutrients are transferred
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