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✩ Name that plant!
Background knowledge
Trees are plants. There are many different types of trees. A dichotomous key
can be used to identify different species of trees.

Do the buds grow in opposite pairs?

Yes No

Are the buds black, small, and pointed? Are the buds long and thin?

Yes No Yes No

Ash Horse chestnut Beech Oak

Science investigation

       
        

26

Science activity
Look at the pictures of the four twigs below. Use the dichotomous key to
identify each one. Write your answer on the dotted line.
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During spring, collect some twigs and create your own key to 
identify the twigs. During fall, collect and identify tree leaves. 
Make a booklet.
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To make the food chain, use a piece of string 10–15
cm long. Ask the young investigator to explain the
food chain. Care should be taken so that the strings 
do not get tangled, especially when food chains are
connected to make food webs.

29 ✩What’s for dinner?
Background knowledge
A food chain shows the feeding relationship between different living things
in a particular environment or habitat. Often, a plant will begin a food chain
because it can make its own food. Organisms that can make their own food
are called producers. Consumers are animals that eat producers or other
animals. The animal that eats the producer is called the primary consumer.
The animal that eats the primary consumer is called a secondary consumer.
The animal that eats the secondary consumer is called a third order
consumer and so on to fourth, fifth, etc. The direction of arrows between the
organisms shows who eats what. 

Science investigation

Food chain

A

B

Primary consumer Secondary consumerProducer

Science activity
Look at the two food chains below. Identify the producer, primary consumer,
and secondary consumer in each food chain. Write your answer in the table.

A Plant plankton    Water flea     Dragonfly larva     Minnow     Pike

B Water plant       Water snail       Water-beetle larva       Frog       Heron

Leaf
Producer

Snail
Primary consumer

Bird
Secondary consumer

Cat
Third order consumer

Plant plankton
Water plant

Water flea
Water snail

Dragonfly larva
Water-beetle larva

Answers will vary. Make sure the young investigator
uses a key that always has two choices. Suggest 
to the child to try the key out on friends, family, 
or classmates.

26 ✩ Name that plant!
Background knowledge
Trees are plants. There are many different types of trees. A dichotomous key
can be used to identify different species of trees.

Do the buds grow in opposite pairs?

Yes No

Are the buds black, small, and pointed? Are the buds long and thin?

Yes No Yes No

Ash Horse chestnut Beech Oak

Science investigation

Science activity
Look at the pictures of the four twigs below. Use the dichotomous key to
identify each one. Write your answer on the dotted line.

Ash

Oak

Horse chestnut

Beech

Answers will vary. Make sure the key questions are
clear enough to make decisions about the flower’s
classification. Test the key. If it does not work well,
encourage the young investigator to revise it. This is
how real science works.  

28 ✩ Yes or no?

Science activity
Make a yes/no key to distinguish between the different flowers shown below.

Background knowledge
Some dichotomous keys used to identify plants and animals ask yes or no
questions. They also rely on looking for clear differences. Questions are numbered 
and answered in order. Look at the three pictures. A simple key would be:

1 Is the plant over 6 feet tall?
If yes, go to 2; if no, go to 3.

2 It is an oak tree.
3 Does the plant have a flower?

If yes, go to 4; if no, go to 5.
4 It is a daffodil.
5 It is moss.

Rose

Science investigation

Daffodil

Iris

This is a great way for the young investigator to learn
how to recycle materials to support wildlife. As the
birdfeeder is built, the child should also learn a lot
about the bird. The websites noted provide a great
deal of support.

27 ✩Keying in on birds
Background knowledge
Dichotomous keys work best when they are divided into groups and then
further divided into smaller groups. When putting birds into groups, you could
first divide them into wading birds (those with webbed feet) and non-wading
birds, then think of some subsets, such as size, shape, or color of the beak.
Charles Darwin, who developed the present-day theory of evolution, studied
the many types of beaks found on the finch, each adapted to eating different
types of food. 

Science activity

On another piece of paper, make your own dichotomous key for the birds
pictured above. Make sure the questions are based on clear differences. For
example, “Does the bird have webbed feet?” A poor question would be,
“Does the bird have large wings?”

Science investigation

Swan
Blackbird

Duck

Moorhen

Magpie
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Answers will vary. Make sure the young investigator uses a key 
that always has two choices. Suggest to the child to try the key 
out on friends, family, or classmates.
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