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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from Bring Science Alive! Exploring Science Practices 
Grade K, Unit 1, Lesson 1, What Do Plants Need? Full support, including a 
ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Gardens

Ouch! A Prickly Plant

Lesson Overview

In this Super Simple Science Activity, students read about how the spines on a cactus help it survive in a 
dry area. Then, they get to try it themselves by modeling the defensive properties of a cactus with a sponge, 
toothpicks, and water. 

Teacher Prep

1. Get a small sponge for this demonstration. This can be a new dish sponge or a natural loofah sponge. 
The sponge of your choice will be the body of the cactus plant.

2. Gather a handful of toothpicks to act as the cactus spines.
3. You will also need a cup of water and another cup in which to place the sponge. Ideally, the cup for the 

sponge will be transparent so students can observe the sponge better.

Procedures

1. Read Ouch! A Prickly Plant with your students. Ask students about the images in the text.
a. What do you see? Describe the images as best as you can. 
b. Describe the area where the prickly plant lives. Do you think it rains a lot or very little?
c. What might the coyote in the second picture be looking for? 

2. Set up the supplies so that students will be able to see. Tell students that you will replicate a prickly plant 
and why its spine might help it keep its water.

3. Call students up one at a time to feel the sponge. Ask them to describe how it feels.
4. Next, put the dry sponge into an empty cup. Add enough water to soak the sponge. Tell your students 

that this represents rain falling in a dry area.
5. Call students up one at a time to carefully feel the wet sponge.

a. Ask them to describe how it feels. 
b. Ask them to imagine they are an animal living in a dry area. Is it easy or difficult to get water from 

the cactus? 
6. Now, add enough toothpicks into the wet sponge to cover most of it. Tell your students that you are 

adding the “spines” into the green pads of the cactus.
7. Call students up one at a time to carefully feel the “cactus.” 

a. Ask them to describe how it feels.
b. Ask them to imagine they are an animal living in a dry area. Is it easy or difficult to get water from 

the cactus?
8. Emphasize to students that all plants need water to survive. Ask your students to describe why a plant 

might need spines to survive in dry areas.
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It has not rained 

in many days.

But this plant is still alive.

It saves water in its green pads. 

Super Simple Science

Ouch! A Prickly Plant
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Do you see the sharp parts? 

Ouch! Animals stay away.

They do not eat the green pads. 

So, the plant can use the water.
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A cactus holds water. Animals stay away.

How does a cactus save water?

Show How a Cactus Saves Water

1. Put a sponge into a cup.

2. Add spines to the sponge. This is a cactus.

3. Ask: Will animals stay away?

4. Add water to the cup. This is rain. Wait an hour.

5. Tell: What happened to the water?
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