Glossary

American Zoo & Aquarium Association:
(AZA) an association that aids the advance-
ment of North American zoos and aquariums
by coordinating conservation, education,
scientific study and recreation efforts within
zoos and aquariums. By accrediting zoos

and aquariums to ensure that institutions
meet certain standards and by helping member
institutions to disseminate information,

AZA promotes the conservation of the world’s
wildlife and habitats.

Abiotic: non-living; usually in reference
to the physical characteristics of ecosystems,
such as precipitation, sunlight, minerals, etc.

Adaptation: change in body structure, function
or behavior that helps an organism to survive
in its environment

Adventitious roots: roots that grow out of parts
of the plant from which they usually do not grow,
such as branches

Afrotropics: tropical regions of Africa

Angiosperm: flowering plants in which the seeds
develop enclosed in a protective chamber called
an ovary. (see “gymnosperm”)

Arboreal: refers to organisms that climb in or live
in trees

Arthropod: the phylum, Arthropoda, of
invertebrate animals characterized by a hard
exoskeleton and jointed appendages. Arthropods
include insects, spiders, millipedes, centipedes
and crustaceans.

Biodiversity: the relative abundance and number
of living organism in a certain area. Biodiversity
can refer to the diversity of genes in a species

and the diversity of ecosystems on the planet.

Biomass: the total dry weight of all organic matter
(living and dead organisms) in a particular area

Biotic: living organisms

Tropical Rain Forest

Woodland Park Zoo

Brachiation: moving through trees by swinging
hand over hand underneath branches

Broadleaf: a plant with broad, flat leaves,
as opposed to needleleaf

Buttress roots: woody flanges that extend from
the base of a tree up to twenty feet(6 m) on the
trunk, and far out along the ground. These roots
provide structural support and increase a tree’s
nutrient-gathering capacity.

Canopy: the top layer of vegetation in an
ecosystem where leaves and branches of trees
or shrubs shade the lower levels and may overlap

Carnivorous: refers to an organism that catches
and consumes animals

Carrion: decaying flesh of dead animals

Cauliflorous: flowering and fruiting directly
from the tree’s trunk, instead of from the ends
of branches

Chlorophyll: green pigment in plant tissues,
which is essential for carrying out photosynthesis

Coevolve: developing adaptations in response
to interactions with another species

Coniferous: reproducing by way of seed-
bearing cones

Conservation: the management of natural
resources, including wildlife and habitats,
to sustain resources for the future.
Preservation, protection and wise use can
all be a part of conservation practices.

Corridor: a strip of land, usually vegetated,
allowing for movement of animals from one

place to another

Deciduous: refers to plants that drop all of their
leaves at one time once a year

Decomposer: an organism that participates
in the process of decomposition
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Decomposition: the process of breaking down
matter into smaller parts or simpler compounds

Desiccation: the process of drying out

Detritus: matter (plant, animal or mineral)

in the process of decaying or breaking down.
Animals that feed on detritus eat decaying plant
or animal matter.

Disturbance: a change in the local environ-
ment that causes the removal of organisms

and allows other species to establish themselves.
Disturbance locally sets succession back

to the beginning stages.

Drip tips: narrow leaf tips that point down,
allowing water to run off the leaves

Ecoregion: a large area of land or water that hosts
a geographically distinct group of interconnected,
natural communities that share a majority of
species and ecological conditions

Ecosystem: an area of any size described

by the relationships and interactions between
biotic (living) communities and abiotic
(non-living) components of the environment
through which nutrients and energy cycle
found there

Emergent: the top layer of a tropical forest
ecosystem

Endangered: a species or population that is
in danger of extinction if no actions are taken
to protect the species

Endemic: specific to a region; found there
and nowhere else

Environment: the physical surroundings within
which an organism or group of organisms exists

Epiphyte: a plant that grows on other plants but
is not parasitic. Epiphytes get water and nutrients
from the atmosphere, not from the substrate

on which they grow.

Ethnobotanist: a scientist who studies
relationships between people and plants
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Evergreen: refers to a plant with green leaves
present throughout the year. Leaves are shed
and replaced individually.

Extinction: the dying out of a species

Foliage: green (photosynthesizing) parts of plants;
may include leaves, stems and flower parts.

Forest floor: the ground level of a forest ecosystem

Frugivores: organisms obtaining nutrition
primarily by feeding on fruit

Fuelwood: wood used as fuel, including charcoal

Gymnosperm: plants in which the seeds do not
develop enclosed in a protective ovary

Habitat: the area that supplies an organism

or group of organisms with all their basic needs
for survival including food, water, shelter,

air and space

Habitat loss: the destruction of places where
organisms live; often caused by human activity,
especially development

Herbaceous: refers to plants that have soft,
not woody, tissues

Herbivores: organisms that eat living
plant material

Heterotrophic: organisms that cannot produce
their own food, such as plants that obtain
nutrients from other plants or organic matter
instead of photosynthesizing

Indigenous: refers to a species that is native
to a region; refers to people who have traditionally
occupied a region

Inflorescence: a flower cluster. Flowers are
arranged in a definite pattern within the cluster.

Insectivores: organisms obtaining nutrition
primarily by feeding on insects

Introduced species: a species that was

transported, often by human activity, from its
native region to new locations

Glossary



Invasive: an introduced species that rapidly
populates and expands its range in an area

and causes or is likely to cause economic

or environmental harm or harm to human health

Invertebrate: an organism without a backbone
or internal skeleton

Larva (plural - larvae): an organism in the life
stage following hatching in species that undergo
metamorphosis (such as insects and amphibians)

Liana: woody vines
Lichen: a symbiotic organism consisting
of a fungus, algae and in some cases

cyanobacteria (blue-green algae)

Lignin: an organic polymer that increases
the rigidity of plant cell walls

Montane: of, relating to, or growing on mountain
slopes

Mycorrhizal fungi: symbiotic association formed
between mycelia of fungi and roots of plants

Native: species that originated or occur naturally
in a certain area; species that have not been

moved from one area to another by humans

Needleleaf: a plant with thin, narrow leaves,
as opposed to broadleaf

Neotropics: tropical regions of Central
and South America

New World: North, Central and South America

Niche: an organism’s role in its environment
including its location and function

Nocturnal: active at night
Non-native: species that presently occur in an
area where they did not naturally or originally

occur, due to transport by humans or extension
of their range (see introduced species)
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Old World: Europe, Africa, Asia and Australia

Organisms: living things belonging to one
of the five kingdoms—Animalia, Plantae,
Fungi, Monera or Protista

Parasite: an organism that lives on or in another
organism, gaining its nutrition at the expense
of the host organism

Pesticides: substances, often chemicals, used to
kill insects and other organisms considered to be
pests

Photosynthesis: the process of creating energy
(glucose), from carbon dioxide and water
utilizing energy from sunlight. Oxygen is given
off as a by-product.

Pioneer species: an organism adapted to colonize
disturbed areas, such as logged areas in forests

Pollution: the contamination of soil, water,
or the atmosphere with harmful substances.
Such things as chemicals, hazardous wastes,
heat, light and noise can cause pollution.

Population: a group of organisms of the same
species inhabiting a particular area; the count
of individuals in such a group

Precipitation: water that falls or is naturally
deposited on the earth; may be in the form

of rain, snow, fog drip, hail, etc.

Predators: animals that obtain food by killing
and eating other animals

Prehensile: able to grasp, such as New World
monkeys’ tails

Prey: animals that are eaten by predators

Saprophyte: a heterotrophic organism that
obtains its nutrients from dead organic matter

Species: a taxonomic group of individual

organisms potentially capable of breeding
and producing fertile offspring
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Stomata (singular - stoma): pores usually
found on the undersides of leaves where gases
are exchanged with the atmosphere

Subsistence: providing all or almost all the
necessary requirements for life without any
significant surplus, such as subsistence farming

Succession: the change in the composition

of an ecosystem, which occurs over time

due to species responding to their environment.
This involves the fading importance of old species
and the increasing dominance of climax species.

Symbiotic relationship: a long-term association
between two or more organisms of different
species that is usually beneficial to both

Territory: the area occupied by an individual
or family group that is defended from others
of the same species. Territories have defined
boundaries.

Understory: the layer in forest ecosystems between
the canopy and the forest floor

Vascular plant: a plant that has an internal system
for transport-ing nutrients and water

Weeds: plants that grow vigorously and possess
the ability to choke out plants that are more
highly valued

Wildlife: living organisms that survive
independently of humans; undomesticated
plants and animals
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Resources: Books for Elementary Students—Fiction

Cherry, Lynne. The Great Kapok Tree. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Publishers, 1990.
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Cherry, Lynne and Mark J. Plotkin. The Shaman’s Apprentice: A Tale of the Amazon Rain Forest.
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Resources: Books for Secondary Students—Non-Fiction
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Resources: Web sites for Students
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Old Growth Forests of Western Australia
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http://www.ran.org/

Rainforest Alliance (see “Kids and Teachers”)
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