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HAWAIIAN MONK SEAL: LEARNING GUIDE 
Lesson plans and activities created for your classroom 

Best suited for: Grades 3-6 

RELATED NGSS & OCEAN LITERACY BENCHMARKS 

- 4-LS1-1: Construct an argument that plants and animals have internal and external structures that function 
to support survival, growth, behavior, and reproduction. 

- 5-ESS3-1: Obtain and combine information about ways individual communities use science ideas to protect 
the Earth’s resources and environment. 

- 4-LS1-2: Use a model to describe that animals receive different types of information through their senses, 
process the information in their brain, and respond to the information in different ways. 

- MS-LS2-5: Evaluate competing design solutions for maintaining biodiversity and ecosystem services. 
- MS-LS4-4: Construct an explanation based on evidence that describes how genetic variations of traits in a 

population increase some individuals’ probability of surviving and reproducing in a specific environment. 
- OL5: The ocean supports a great diversity of life and organisms.  
- OL6: The oceans and humans are inextricably connected. 

 

BACKGROUND & OVERVIEW 
 

The Hawaiian monk seal is the rarest seal in the United States. These marine mammals live 
exclusively in the Hawaiian Islands, where they face many challenges to their survival.  Unfortunately, 
Hawaiian monk seals are an endangered species and have a very small population of only about 1,400 
individuals. Learn more about the Hawaiian monk seal at h-mar.org The classroom resources below are 
designed for grades 3-6 but can be adapted across the elementary level. These lessons are developed 
to introduce students to this species, the threats to their population, and ways to support their 
conservation. 

As an instructor, you can supplement these lesson plans with videos we have on our Youtube 
channel, or use your own resources. You can relate this lesson to other ocean literacy topics such as: 
ocean conservation, climate change, marine debris pollution, marine mammals as a whole, and 
ecosystem characteristics. 

OBJECTIVES 
1. Familiarize students with Hawaiian monk seal terminology, behavior, and HMAR’s work 

2. Introduce threats to Hawaiian monk seals including disease 

3. Discover how humans of all ages can support a threatened species 

STUDENT UNDERSTANDING 
1. I have a basic understanding of the endangered Hawaiian monk seal, including their population 

status, the tools used by professionals to identify them, and natural processes they experience. 

2. I understand how Hawaiian monk seals contribute to a healthy ocean. 

3. I understand the challenges facing Hawaiian monk seals, and how I can help be part of the 
solution. 
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Vocabulary 
Hawaiian Monk Seal (n): An 
endangered marine mammal only found 
in the Hawaiian Islands 

Endemic (adj): Native to an area, only 
found in one geographic location 

Pupping (v): Giving birth to a baby seal 

Weaning (v): When a mother is 
stopping nursing with its pup, and the 
pup is learning to survive alone 

Forage (v): To search for food 

Molt (v): To shed the top layer of skin 
and fur, happens once a year 

Haul Out (v): To exit the water and 
rest on coastal land 

Toxoplasmosis (n): A parasitic disease 
that is spread by feral cats and infects 

monk seals, one of their main threats 
to survival 

Entanglement Hazard (n): Debris in 
the ocean in which can cause injury 
and death to marine animals by 
wrapping around them 

Boat Strike (n): When a boat hits a 
marine animal, potentially injuring and 
killing it 

Endangered (adj): When a species is at 
risk of no longer existing, low 
population 

Invasive (adj): A plant or animal that is 
introduced to an area where it doesn’t 
belong. Spreading quickly and 
harmfully into a new environment, 
example: feral cats
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LESSON 1: MONK SEAL ANATOMY PART 1 
 

Read the excerpt below to learn how certain external parts of Hawaiian monk seals help them survive, 
grow, reproduce, and do certain behaviors. Answer the questions to the best of your ability, then 
discuss them as a class. 

 

Monk seals have two hind flippers and two fore flippers. In Hawaii, many monk seals have 1 or 2 red 
tags on their hind flippers to help us know who they are! Their flippers help them balance, steer while 
swimming, and move around. 

 

 

 

Questions:  

- What types of behaviors would a Hawaiian monk seal use their fore flippers for?  
o ______________________________ 
o ______________________________ 
o ______________________________ 
o ______________________________ 

 
- Why would scientists want to tag an individual Hawaiian monk seal? What information could 

they gather from knowing who the seal is?  
 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
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LESSON 1: MONK SEAL ANATOMY PART 2 
 

Part of HMAR’s work is responding to Hawaiian monk seal sightings in coastal areas. Since we know 
there are 35-40 seals on Oahu, we try to identify them as best we can. We use clues to tell the 
difference between a male and female monk seal. Males have two dots on their bellies while females 
have five. This looks like a number “2” or “5” on dice. Females have 4 for nursing their pups and a 
belly button, whereas males have 1 for reproduction and 1 for a belly button. Mothers typically spend 
5-7 weeks with their pup as they grow, without feeding or leaving their side.  

  

    

 

 

Questions: 

 

- What are some ways that nursing and staying with the mother helps support the Hawaiian monk 
seal pup? 

o ______________________________ 
o ______________________________ 
o ______________________________ 

 
- Scenario: Imagine you are an HMAR volunteer and you respond to a report of a very skinny 

monk seal. When you arrive on the beach, the seal is so skinny you can see it’s ribs. What are 
some reasons why a Hawaiian monk seal would be especially skinny? 

o ______________________________ 
o ______________________________ 
o ______________________________ 
o ______________________________ 
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LESSON 1 RUBRIC FOR EDUCATORS: HAWAIIAN MONK SEAL ANATOMY 

 
Allow students some time to answer these questions on their own, in partners, or in groups. Discuss as 
a class. Emphasize that each part of a monk seal is very important to its survival, and scientists can 
better help endangered species if they understand them better. 
Questions:  

- What types of behaviors would a Hawaiian monk seal use their fore flippers for?  
o Swimming 
o Balance while moving in the water 
o Direction while moving on land 
o Foraging in the water (finding food) 

 

- Why would scientists want to tag an individual Hawaiian monk seal? Hint: what information 
could they gather from knowing who the seal is?  
 
If scientists tag a monk seal, they are able to assign a name to the individual and gather 
information about it. They could learn about the beach locations the seal is spotted at more 
often, what seals it is spotted with, if it has a pup or is pregnant. They can monitor if the seal 
goes to other islands, how far it travels, and if it suffers from any threats to its survival such as 
disease, hookings, or injuries.  

 

Questions: 

 

- What are some ways that nursing and staying with the mother helps support the Hawaiian monk 
seal pup? 

o The pup is able to grow 
o The pup is able to learn from its mother 
o The pup is able to get fatter to support itself when it is on its own 

 
- Scenario: Imagine you are an HMAR volunteer and you respond to a report of a very skinny 

monk seal. When you arrive on the beach, the seal is so skinny you can see it’s ribs. What are 
some reasons why a Hawaiian monk seal would be especially skinny? 

o Unable to find food in the ocean 
o Possibly a mother that just nursed its pup without eating for 5-7 weeks 
o It may be suffering from a disease 
o The food its eating is not nutritious  
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LESSON 2: CAN YOU ID A SEAL? 
In order to support this population, we identify seals that are hauled out in coastal areas. We use clues 
to tell the difference between a male and female monk seal and other markings on their body. Each 
seal has different scars, marking, and spots. Some seals will have natural bleach marks, like 
birthmarks, or markings put on by government partners. As a marine conservationist, we need to use 
information we know about each individual monk seal to help save them. 

Below are pictures of three different seals. Use the information about each individual to identify what 
seal is in each photo. This can be done in partners or individually. 

• Wawamalu (RK24) is a male with the tags “K24” and “K25.” He is very young, so he doesn’t 
have any distinct scars quite yet.  

• Kaimana (RJ58) is a juvenile female with a small scar on the middle of her neck. She also has 
tags “J58” and “J59.”  

• RG28 doesn’t have a nickname, so we call him by his ID tags. The two on his hind flippers are 
“G28” and “G29.” He is the oldest and has a crescent scar on the right side of his belly. His left 
fore-flipper also has a bleach mark. 

                           

 

1.  __________________ 2. ________________________     3. __________________________ 

                                          

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. __________________________________  5. ________________________________________ 
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6. ___________________    7. ____________________    8. ____________________ 

LESSON 2 RUBIC FOR EDUCATORS: CAN YOU ID A SEAL? 
 

Allow students time to work on this individually. Depending on the grade level, allow them 
anywhere from 15-30 minutes. As an option, allow them to work in partners or groups after attempting 
on their own. HMAR personnel attempt to ID seals alone at first. If we can’t figure it out, we ask 
others. Working in teams helps get the job done, no matter how old you are.  

 Students are learning how to use their observational skills during this exercise.  

                           

 

1. Kaimana   2. RG28    3. Kaimana 

                                          

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Wawamalu        5. RG28 

            

 

 

 

 

6. Kaimana      7. RG28      8. Wawamalu 
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LESSON 3: MOLTING MONK SEALS 
 

Students will make their own monk seals out of potatoes & construction paper with Fruit Roll-Ups 
used to demonstrate the molting process. 

Hawaiian monk seals are endemic to Hawaii. That means that they are native to and only found in 
Hawaii! Baby seal pups usually stay in the same area during the weaning period when mom has left and 
they’re learning to be on their own. Seals spend most of their time in the water where they swim 
around and forage for food. When they need to rest, have babies (known as pupping), or molt, seals 
will come out onto the shore for a longer period of time so they can save their energy.

Once a year, Hawaiian monk seals shed the top layer of their skin and fur and reveal a new coat. This 
process is called molting. It takes energy for seals to molt every year. Seals will come out of the water 
and onto the beach or rocks, also known as haul out, during this time. Molting seals are often reported 
as sick or injured, but in fact, they are just shedding their old fur for a new layer of fur. 

 

 
  

Today you will make your very own monk seal models that show the 
appearance of molting! 
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MATERIALS NEEDED
1. Fruit Roll-Ups (1 per student) 

2. Potatoes (1 per student) 

3. Pipe cleaners (1 per student)  

4. Construction paper (black & gray)  

5. Scissors 

6. Googly eyes (2 per student) 

7. Colored pencils/crayons/markers 

*Total cost of materials per student ~$1.50

DIRECTIONS
1. Use a potato to represent the seals body, and wrap it up with a 

Fruit Roll-Up to represent the seals pelage, or fur (normal fur is 
grey or black, but this seal is rainbow!) 

 

2. Have your teacher help you draw and cut out fore flippers and 
hind flippers with construction paper. 

 

3. Choose a side to be the head and attach the flippers to the 
body using the stickiness of the Fruit Roll-Up. Make sure the 
front and back flippers are put in the right place! 

 

4. Use pipe cleaners, googly eyes, whiskers, and scars/markings to 
make your seal an individual. Get creative! Remember that 
individual seals are unique in their markings, scars, and 
appearance.   

 

5. Optional: Stick pipe cleaners into the front of the potato to 
simulate the new, underlying fur coming through as the molting 
process continues! New fur on Hawaiian monk seals is always 
dark grey or black. 

 

6. Peel off the Fruit Roll-Up and watch your seal molt! The 
shedding Fruit Roll-Up looks like shedding fur as it comes off of 
the body. 
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Optional questions to discuss with your students:  

1. When Hawaiian monk seals are molting, what are some ways that help them shed their fur? 
 
I’ve seen seals rub their shedding fur on coral reefs, rocks, and rolling around on sand to help 
them get it off.  
 

2. Towards the end of the year, Hawaiian monk seals pelage (fur) will turn green before molting. 
Why is the molting adaptation a benefit Hawaiian monk seals?    

Molting helps keep Hawaiian monk seals clean. In the same way we shed skin over the year, Hawaiian 
monk seals do it all at one time.



11 

 

LESSON 4: THREATS TO HAWAIIAN MONK SEALS: READING AND WRITING 
 

Read the excerpt below about top 3 threats to Hawaiian monk seals. After, discuss in groups practical 
solutions you can take in your every day life to support this species, and the ocean ecosystem. No 
matter where you live, we can all be part of the solutions to these environmental challenges. 
Challenge yourself to think of 10 solutions in your group! 

 

The top threats to Hawaiian monk seals are: toxoplasmosis, entanglement and hooking hazards. 

 

Toxoplasmosis is a disease that can stop 
a monk seal’s organs from working 
properly and impair their brain function. 
It comes from a parasite that is spread by 
feral cats. We have hundreds of 
thousands of feral cats on Oahu! Review 
the diagram on the right to learn how 
toxoplasmosis travels to the marine 
environment, where it hurts marine 
mammals like the Hawaiian monk seal.    

 

Another threat to Hawaiian monk seals is 
entanglement. When fishing gear is left 
behind, like nets, marine life can 
interact with it and get stuck. For marine 
mammals that breathe air, like us, they 
can drown when they are caught in 
netting. This is why it’s so important to 
make sure your fish is caught in a way 
that doesn’t hurt the ocean. 

 

The third threat to Hawaiian monk seals 
is hookings, which occur during fishing 
activity or when hook and line is left 
behind afterward. Hawaiian monk seals 
can be injured by the hook, and it can be 
sensitive to eat. However, as long as the hook is 
not swallowed, it will likely rust and fall out. If 
the seal ingests the hook, the individual will need 
to be captured to have it removed 
by a marine mammal veterinarian. 
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LESSON 5: THREATS TO HAWAIIAN MONK SEALS: READING AND WRITING 

 

How can you help?  
Students will discuss in small groups some actions they can take to minimize these threats - whether 
they are in Hawaii or not. 

Here are a few ideas, but work in small groups or individually to brainstorm other solutions help 
preserve endangered species. 

Don’t interact with feral cats! They may look cute, but it is really best to leave them alone. 

 

If you see any plastic line, 
nets, or debris on the beach 
or in the water, have an 
adult help you pick it up and 
dispose of it properly. It may 
not seem like much, but 
every little bit helps! 
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Let’s See What You’ve Learned! 
Vocabulary

1. Endemic 

2. Endangered 

3. Invasive 

4. Toxoplasmosis 

5. Entanglement Hazard 

6. Molting 

7. Foraging 

8. Haul Out 

9. Pupping 

10. Weaning

Across: 
1. Just a young seal figuring out the world on 
her own! 
7. Help! I’m stuck in all this plastic! 
8. Sometimes swimming can get exhausting 
9. I need to get rid of my old skin and fur! 
10. You’ll only ever find me where I’m from 

 

Down: 
2. At risk of no longer existing 
3. A monk seal needs to eat 

4. How can cats affect monk seals? 
5. Sounds like mama seal is having a baby 
dog, but she’s really having a baby seal! 
6. When a species lives somewhere new 
and harms native life 


