
Living/Nonliving/Dead/Biotic/Abiotic 

Length of Lesson: ~1 hour 

Content Objective: To learn to differentiate between living, nonliving, 

and dead things in nature, and, for older 

students, to also understand the complexities of 

the terms biotic and abiotic.  

  

Vocabulary Materials 

Living -- something that can grow and develop, 

use energy, reproduce, be made of cells, 

respond to its environment, and adapt. 

Nonliving -- Something that is not and has 

never been alive. 

Dead -- Something that was once alive, but no 

longer is.  

Biotic -- Something that relates to or results 

from living things.  

Abiotic -- Something physical rather than 

biological that is not derived from living things. 

Science journal 

(Remote option): Collection of objects that fit 

the categories above, with increasing 

complexity. Examples in text below.  

Any object, from their home or nature, to 

observe. 

(In-person option): Egg cartons or other 

container to collect items for a scavenger hunt. 

 

(Options: This lesson can be done remotely or in person. Directions for both are below. With 

younger students, I generally only use living, nonliving, and dead to make sure those concepts are 

solid before introducing too many complications. Middle school and above, I use all five categories.) 

Engage: Tell the students that today you will be talking about the concepts of living, nonliving, and 

dead, as well as biotic and abiotic. Older students are likely to think of these terms as interchangeable, 

but today’s activity will help to pull apart the complexities.  

Guiding Questions:  How do you know if something is living? Draw a bubble chart with students’ 

answers, making sure that they are including characteristics of plants (younger students in particular, 

may be likely to define living things as those that “can move,” “can jump,” “have hearts,” etc.) How 

about nonliving? Draw a bubble chart, prompting students to use opposite terms. How about dead? 

Biotic/abiotic?  

Tell students that today’s activity will help them tell the difference between these categories, and 

show them that some things are a little trickier than they might expect! 

Explore: Give students five minutes to move around their space and find at least 5 living or dead 

things and 5 nonliving things (or however you prefer to split it; could be 5-5-5 or 5 abiotic and 5 

biotic. They can look out of the window if needed).  



(In-person option) Put students in pairs and give each pair an egg carton (or similar collecting 

container). Take the students outside. Half of the groups will be looking for examples of living, 

nonliving and dead objects. The other half of the groups must look for abiotic and biotic objects (if 

paired objects are easier, have some groups look for living and nonliving, some groups look for 

nonliving and dead, and some groups look for biotic and abiotic).  

Explain: Students share their findings. As a group, talk through discrepancies. 

Elaborate: Tell students that you have more objects to show them, and will attempt to stump them 

on their answers. Hold up three examples of objects in turn (I used a plant (living and biotic), a 

living beetle (living and biotic), and a plastic toy shaped like a butterfly (nonliving and abiotic)) and 

have students write down what categories each belong to. Think, pair, share, encouraging students 

to explore any discrepancies and try to agree before sharing out. Share the answers to the first three, 

and talk through any misunderstandings. Plants are also alive, because they can grow and change, 

make more of themselves, and respond to the environment (and also are made of cells, use energy, 

and adapt).  

Stop to discuss in between each set of three items, making sure students know what categories each 

fall into, as well as where the limits of your understanding (or science’s!) stop. Older students may 

get into some deeper philosophical discussions here – I think this is fun!  

Some example objects (with answers?): 

• Rock (nonliving and abiotic) 

• Stick (dead and biotic) 

• Feather (nonliving and biotic, though there can be some discussion over 

living/nonliving/dead here. Maybe it’s dead because it was once vascularized? Let things get 

mushy and discuss.) 

• Soil (living, nonliving, dead, biotic, abiotic. ALL the things are in here. Minerals, living 

organisms, water, organic matter) 

• Seed (Living? Or Dead? How do we know? Certainly biotic) 

• Photo of a virus (Let students discuss for a bit, then share that even scientists don’t know! 

Viruses have some characteristics of living things, and some characteristics of nonliving 

things – they're kind of a grey area. Revisit the bubble charts made at the beginning to 

explain. Viruses are made of biological material, but can’t replicate on their own – they need 

to hijack the cell of a living thing. They essentially parasitize all aspects of life, stealing 

biological materials and energy from their host cell to make more copies of themselves. 

They’re basically only protein coats and DNA.) 

Evaluate: Ask students to share what they learned from this lesson. Give them a few minutes to 

brainstorm other examples of complicated or grey area objects. If they could revisit the bubble 

charts made at the beginning, is there anything they would change? Invite students to draw their 

own scene and to label all of the biotic and abiotic elements. They can be as creative as they want – a 

unicorn playing in a waterfall? Great! 



NGSS and Scaling: Depending on previous experience, a 4th grade level version of this lesson 
would only use the terms “living,” “nonliving,” and “dead,” rather than “abiotic” and “biotic” to 
ensure students had clarity about the characteristics of living things. This lesson would support 
NGSS 4th grade standard 4-LS1-1, listed below, by identifying shared structures of living things (for 
example, some living things have hearts and lungs; all have cells) that allow them to grow and make 
more of themselves.  
 
4-LS1-1. Construct an argument that plants and animals have internal and external structures 
that function to support survival, growth, behavior, and reproduction.  
 
To scale this lesson from 4th grade to high school would incorporate structured complexity to the 
basic concepts. In fifth grade, students are asked to begin to think about interactions of the 
geosphere, biosphere, hydrosphere, and/or atmosphere (standard 5-ESS2-1, below), so the 
dependence of biotic organisms on abiotic factors would be explored. In middle school, students are 
asked to elucidate patterns of interactions “among and between organisms and abiotic components 
of ecosystems” (standard MS-LS2-2) and also to investigate that all living things are made up of cells 
(standard MS-LS1-1). To address these objectives, students would be introduced to the idea of 
abiotic things as factors that cause interactions, not just nonliving objects. Additionally, the cellular 
nature of living things would be explored more deeply. Finally, in high school, students will be 
learning to construct explanations for how natural selection leads to adaptation of populations 
(standard HS-LS4-4); here, our discussion of biotic and abiotic factors would be framed in light of 
how their interactions influence selection and adaptation.  

 
5-ESS2-1. Develop a model using an example to describe ways the geosphere, biosphere, 
hydrosphere, and/or atmosphere interact. 
MS-LS1-1. Conduct an investigation to provide evidence that living things are made of cells; either 
one cell or many different numbers and types of cells. 
MS-LS2-2. Construct an explanation that predicts patterns of interactions among organisms across 
multiple ecosystems. 
HS-LS4-4. Construct an explanation based on evidence for how natural selection leads to adaptation 
of populations 

 
 


