
Constructing the Carbon Cycle 

The carbon cycle is the biogeochemical cycle by which carbon is exchanged among the 

biosphere, pedosphere, geosphere, hydrosphere, and atmosphere of the Earth. Along with other 

cycles like the nitrogen cycle and the water cycle, the carbon cycle comprises a sequence of 

events that are key to making the Earth capable of sustaining life; it describes the movement of 

carbon as it is recycled and reused throughout the biosphere, including carbon sinks. 
 

Carbon-based molecules are crucial for life on Earth, because it is the main component of 

biological compounds. Carbon is also a major component of many minerals. Carbon also exists 

in various forms in the atmosphere. Carbon dioxide (CO2) is partly responsible for the 

greenhouse effect and is the most important human-contributed greenhouse gas. 
 

In the past two centuries, human activities have seriously altered the global carbon cycle, most 

significantly in the atmosphere. Although carbon dioxide levels have changed naturally over the 

past several thousand years, human emissions of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere exceed 

natural fluctuations. Changes in the amount of atmospheric CO2 are considerably altering 

weather patterns and indirectly influencing oceanic chemistry. Current carbon dioxide levels in 

the atmosphere exceed measurements from the last 420,000 years and levels are rising faster than 

ever recorded, making it of critical importance to better understand how the carbon cycle works 

and what its effects are on the global climate. 
 

For this activity, your group is tasked with constructing the carbon cycle. You will be provided 

with a set of pictures that you must include in your diagram. Each picture must be connected by 

arrows to show how they are related to one another. Also, each arrow must be labeled with the 

process that transported the carbon from one part of the cycle to the other. You may need to use 

your textbook and the internet for guidance. 
 

Once your carbon cycle is complete, you’ll then sketch it neatly in your science notebook and 

use it to answer the analysis questions that follow. Here is the list of images and processes you’ll 

need to include: 

 

Images 

Factory/Power Plant 

Forest Fire 

Live Plant 

Dead Plant 

Live Animal 

Dead Animal 

Ocean 

Atmosphere 

Coal (Fossil Fuels) 

Automobile 

Volcanic Eruption 

Decomposers 

 

Processes 

Photosynthesis 

Respiration 

Combustion 

Diffusion 

Decomposition 

Fossilization 

Mining/Extraction 

 

 

 



Analysis Questions 

Answer the following questions in your science notebook. You must use complete sentences and 

either write out each question, or phrase your answer to include the question. 

 

1. Describe how carbon enters the biotic (living) part of the ecosystem. 

2. What role does each of the following play in the carbon cycle?  Give an example of each. 

a. Primary producers 

b. Primary consumers 

c. Secondary (or above) consumers 

d. Decomposers 

i. Give at least 3 examples of organisms that are decomposers. 

3. What is a fossil fuel? Briefly describe how fossil fuels are formed. 

4. Describe the role that combustion plays in the carbon cycle. 

5. How does carbon get incorporated into the oceans? 

 


