
1

Nā Mū ‘Ekolu
The Three Ws

guiding
question

what we’ll 
learn

time

materials

get started

explore

What are three ways native species arrived to Hawaiʻi?

Hawaiʻi’s native plants and animals got to Hawaiʻi without the help of 
humans, and that means they crossed thousands of miles of ocean all on their 
own! How did they do it? 

In this activity we will explore the three ways native species got to Hawaiʻi, 
also known as their dispersal methods. By the end of the activity you will 
be able to name the three different dispersal methods in English and ʻōlelo 
Hawaiʻi. You will also  become a dispersal detective and figure out which 
methods brought different natives to Hawaiʻi.  E huakaʻi kākou! Let’s 
explore!

45 mins

• Learning journal or scrap paper
• Nā Mū ʻEkolu, 3 Ws worksheet, on page 3
• Dispersal Detective worksheet, on pages 4-5

You might have heard that Hawaiʻi is the most isolated island chain on Earth. 
The land mass closest to us is North America which is 2,500 miles away! That 
is a lot of ocean! Native species didn’t  have planes or boats to travel this 
distance, so how did they get here? We will answer that in this lesson, but 
first let’s see what we already know. Take a moment to answer the questions 
below on a scrap piece of paper or your learning journal.
• List some plants and animals that could make the journey to Hawaiʻi 

across at least 2,500 miles of ocean. 
• How would the species that you listed get to Hawaiʻi? 

distance learning guides

WATCH → 
Nā Mū ʻEkolu, 3 Ws

As you watch the video, fill in the prompts on page  3, “Nā Mū ʻEkolu” 
worksheet. Pause the video if you need more time to write down answers. 

https://youtu.be/Ttmm5G5AITI
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Activity

reflect

explore 
more

INVESTIGATE → 
Check out the “Dispersal Detective” worksheet on pages 4-5. There 
are pictures of a native seed and plant that it came from. There is also a 
description for each seed and plant. Make your best guess on which “W” or 
“Mū” brought that native to Hawaiʻi. (Check your answers on the bottom of 
page 5.)

Answer these questions in your learning journal or on a piece of paper →
• What are the three ways native plants and animals got to Hawaiʻi? List 

both the English and ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi terms.
• What are some characteristics of a seed that uses waves to get to 

Hawaiʻi? Wings? Wind? 
• We only have one land mammal native to Hawaiʻi, that is our Hawaiʻi 

Hoary Bat or ʻōpeʻapeʻa. Why do you think that is?  
• Would other mammals like cows, pigs or cats be able to get to Hawaiʻi 

using the 3 Ws?
If you can, share your answers with a family member or friend.

INVESTIGATE →
All plants have to disperse their seeds somehow, not just our native plants. 
Go out into your yard and see if you can find plants with seeds. How does 
this plant transport its seeds? Wind? Wings? Waves?  Don’t worry if it’s not 
a native,  just see if you can be a dispersal detective in your own backyard. 
Remember to look for the key characteristics that help the seed get from 
place to place. 

INVESTIGATE → 
Find native species in your area and take a look at their seeds. See the 
“Natives in your Neighborhood” worksheet on pages 6-7 for a list of native 
plants that are easier to find. Head out in your neighborhood, your favorite 
beach or forest to see if you can find these natives. Check each native plant 
for seeds.  Using the dispersal characteristics, guess which of the 3 Ws 
helped this plant get to Hawai’i. Mimic each dispersal method to test your 
guess. Do they float?  Do they stick? Do they fly on the wind when you blow 
on them?

CHECK OUT →
PRISM lessons, Exploring Hawaiʻi’s Forests

https://hilo.hawaii.edu/affiliates/prism/HawaiisForest.php


3

Nā Mū ‘Ekolu
 C

ha
ra

ct
er

is
ti

cs

Di
sp

er
sa

l 
M

et
ho

d

‘Ōlelo 
Hawai‘i

English

Define the following terms :

Native

Dispersal

Seed

Fill in the chart below with the different seed dispersal methods (3 Ws) and their 
corresponding characteristics. 
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