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Activity Overview
Students research a plant and create an 
information sheet about it. Students 
compile these information sheets to 
make a class book.

Objectives
Students will:	

•	 Understand plant structure and 
become familiar with key iden-
tification features

•	 Explore cultural and histori-
cal uses of plants as food and 
medicine 

•	 Conduct research from a diver-
sity of resources

•	 Identify unique characteristics 
of plants in an ecosystem

Subjects Covered
Science, Language Arts, Social Stud-
ies, and Art

Grades
3 through 12

Activity Time
1½ hours 

Season
Any

Materials
Reference books (see resources below), 
Plant Information Sheets, prairie nurs-
ery catalogues, art supplies as desired

State Standards
Science: 
Language Arts: 
Social Studies: 

*Adapted to California by Return of the 
Natives•CSU Monterey Bay

Background
A first encounter with an ecosystem includes observing, exploring and in-
teraction. Identification generally comes later. Too often we can get bogged 
down in identification and fail to open our eyes to other things going on. 

However, often a time comes when students would like to know the 
plants or animals in more detail. At the point when they are interested 
to know, identification becomes a tool to further engage them with 
other organisms. A student can feel a great sense of accomplishment 
in successfully identifying a plant or animal. Plant identification can be 
approached in many ways, such as through a tour with a knowledge-
able tour guide, a good field book with a key, a biodiversity sampling 
study (see Earth Partnership for Schools  activity, “What’s Green and 
Grows all Over?”), flashcards, studying plant families (see Earth Partner-
ship for Schools activity, “Plant Families”).

Many students are better able to learn names for plants if, while they 
are learning the name, they learn more information about the plant 
such as historical importance, medicinal uses, habitat and growth form. 
In this activity, each student (or pairs of students) researches a plant 
and creates an information sheet about it. Sheets from all students 
can then be compiled into a comprehensive classroom book. For the 
“picture” section of the information sheet, students can paste a photo-
graph from a nursery catalogue. The internet is also a good source of 
native plant picutres if your class has access.  Alternatively students can 
draw or sketch their plant. 

Activity Description
Working singly or in pairs, go out to your restoration or natural site 
and choose the plant you wish to research. Key out the plant using a 
field guide such as Peterson Field Guide on Pacific States Wildflowers. 
On a blank sheet of paper, draw or sketch the plant. Alternatively you 
may wish to do a technical drawing of key identification features of the 
plant, create a solar graphic, or do a rubbing of the leaves, flowers or 
entire plant. 

Upon returning to the classroom, use available book/internet re-
sources to fill out a Plant Information Sheet. Record information that is 
specific and distinguishes your plant from others. If you did not sketch 
or draw a picture of the entire plant in the field, you can do so in the 
picture section of the Plant Information Sheet. Instead of a sketch, you 
can paste a photograph from a prairie nursery catalogue. Investigate 
what special qualities your plant has, such as medicinal uses, bloom 

Up Close and Personal
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time, seed dispersal, among others.

Extensions
•	 	In small groups or individually, draw an “advertisement” for a native plant that you have re-

searched. Include a catchy phrase to describe special qualities of the plant such as particular me-
dicinal uses or other unique characteristics. Present these advertisements to the entire class and 
post them for all to see.

•	 	Choose a plant species to learn more about throughout the school year. What unique qualities 
does this plant species have?  What changes happen at different times of year and why?  Grow 
the plant in the classroom and transplant it to the restoration site.

•	 	Create a mural of life-size plants or plants found in other ecosystems like woodland, dune 
or wetland areas.

Assessments
•	 	Have students identify primary components of plant structure, including different types 

of leaf arrangement and flower structure.

•	 	Make an oral report to the class based on research of a native plant. Conduct peer re-
views of these reports. 

•	 	Describe three important uses or characteristics of a native plant(s).

•	 	Compile the Plant Information Sheets into a class portfolio of student work.

Up Close and Personal (cont.)



© Earth Partnership for Schools • University of Wisconsin – Madison Arboretum                                                      Plan the Restoration 5-8  

Up Close and Personal (cont.)
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