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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from Bring Science Alive! Exploring Science Practices Grade 
4, Unit 1, Lesson 4, How Do Plants Respond to Their Environment? Full support, 
including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Gardens

Plants That Trap Insects

Lesson Overview

In this Super Simple Science Activity, students read about carnivorous plants! Based on the new information 
they learn, students will develop a testable question and conduct an original investigation of their choice in 
this open inquiry activity. 

Teacher Prep

You may wish to have this resource on North American carnivorous plants from the National Park Service 
pulled up before class.

Procedures

1. Read Plants That Trap Insects.
2. As a class, investigate what carnivorous plants live near your community. You may wish to start with the 

resource on North American carnivorous plants from the National Park Service.
3. Ask students to share other questions they might have about carnivorous plants.
4. Have students follow these five steps to develop and complete their own investigation:

a. Come up with a testable question.
b. Plan an investigation to answer your question. (Will you make and test a model? Will you research? 

Will you conduct an experiment?)
c. Get your teacher’s approval. Then carry out your investigation!
d. Afterward, write a claim that answers your question. Give evidence from your investigation.
e. Present your argument to the class.

https://www.teachtci.com/
https://www.nps.gov/bith/learn/nature/carnivorous-plants.htm


 Sundews are like the 
“flypaper” of the plant world. 
They produce a sweet, sticky 
substance that attracts 
insects. When an insect lands 
on them, it gets stuck.

A fly flits about, looking for something to eat. Lured 
by a sweet smell, it zooms in for a closer look. Uh oh! 
Now it is stuck to its delicious snack. Instead of enjoying 
a meal, the fly has become dinner for a sundew plant.

Sundews are a type of carnivorous plant. Carnivorous 
plants trap insects and eat them to gain the nutrients 
they need. 

Plants usually spend their whole lives rooted to one 
spot. So, how can carnivorous plants catch an insect 
that can move around? They have to wait for the insect 
to come to them. Also, many can respond quickly 
when the unwary insect comes near. For example, a 

carnivorous plant like 
a Venus flytrap quickly 
shuts its trap when it 
senses the touch of 
an insect. The insect 
becomes trapped 
inside. Pitcher plants 
are also carnivorous 
plants. They do not have 
moving structures like 
the flytrap, but they still 
respond to their trapped 
prey. When insects 
fall into their pitchers, 
the plants release 
substances that digest 
the insect to get energy. 

SUPER SIMPLE SCIENCE

Plants That Trap Insects
If a fly buzzes near your face, you might swat at it. What does a plant do 
when the same pesky fly comes by? Some plants might actually capture 
and eat it. All plants respond to their environment. However, the response of 
plants that eat insects can be deadly.
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Each leaf on a sundew has 
tiny tentacles that produce 
sticky mucus. When an insect 
lands on a sundew, it becomes 
trapped by the mucus. Then 
the tentacles move and 
surround the animal.

A Sticky Situation
Like many other carnivorous plants, sundews 

respond to their prey in order to trap them. Sundews 
are small plants that grow close to the ground. On 
many sundews, the leaves form a circle. Each leaf has 
many hair-like structures called tentacles. Sundews 
got their name from the droplets that cling to their 
tentacles. The droplets look like dew but they are 
actually a very sticky mucus. 

How do sundews trap insects? The tentacles on 
a sundew can sense when something has touched 
them. Suppose a fly lands on the sundew. As soon 
as the fly lands, it becomes caught in the sticky stuff. 
As the fly tries to escape, nearby tentacles sense 
the fly’s movement. The tentacles begin to move and 
surround the fly. The more the fly tries to escape, the 
more the tentacles surround it. In a few minutes, the 
fly is completely trapped.

Next, the tentacles determine if the fly is something 
good to eat. They give off a substance that tells the 
sundew if the thing landing is a fly or something else 
like a grain of sand. Sundews do not want to eat sand! 
If the thing landing is a fly or other food, then the 
sundew begins to digest its doomed prey. 
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Bogs have wet, squishy soil. 
Carnivorous plants live well in 
this environment.

Welcome to My Home
Carnivorous plants may seem like the stuff of 

science fiction, but they are real. So, where could you 
go to see one? Many live in bogs. A bog is a type of 
wetland. The ground in a bog is squishy and covered in 
water. The plants that grow there form large mats over 
the water. The mats on the bog surface look like they 
are firm. But it is often too soft to support the weight 
of a person. 

Bogs can be sunny places that have tall evergreen 
trees growing around their edges. Mosses and ferns 
can blanket the ground. In open places, you might find 
clusters of carnivorous plants. Venus flytraps, pitcher 
plants, and sundews thrive in the damp soil. 

Even though carnivorous plants eat insects, they 
do not use them for food energy. They still carry out 
photosynthesis to get all of their energy. However, other 
plants normally get nutrients from a rich soil. The soil in 
a bog is not rich. So, carnivorous plants digest insects 
to get their nutrients. The reason a bog’s soil is poor 
and squishy is because water does not drain off very 
well. Thus, the ground is made up of wet, decaying 
plant matter. This causes the soil to lack nutrients. So, 
while it cannot support other types of plants, it is the 
perfect home for many carnivorous plants.
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A healthy sundew produces 
flowers when it receives 
enough nutrients.

I Would Like Another Insect, 
Please

Carnivorous plants have 
captured more than just 
insects. In the 1800s, their 
unusual habits captured the 
interest of a very famous 
biologist, Charles Darwin. “I 
was surprised by finding how 
large a number of insects 
were caught by the leaves of 
the common sundew,” wrote 
Darwin. He is most famous 
for observations he made as 
a ship’s naturalist, studying 
plant and animal life wherever 
the ship landed during its 
explorations. But he also 
studied sundews.

Darwin did experiments 
with sundews to study how 
they caught insects. He 
observed how the leaves 
curled around objects, whether 
he placed insects or bits of 
paper on them. However, 
he noticed one important 
difference. Leaves of the sundews curled faster and 
stayed curled longer around insects than they did 
around paper. 

Darwin did more experiments with sundews. 
He fed insects to some sundews but not to others. 
Sundews he fed insects to were healthier than plants 
he did not feed. The sundews that were fed insects 
had more flowers. They also produced more seeds. 
He concluded that the nutrients from insects helped 
the plant survive and reproduce. So, the next time a 
fly buzzes in your face, remember it is not such a pest! 
It is a healthy snack for a sundew.
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Carnivorous plants trap insects and eat them. Sundews capture insects with a 
sticky substance.
Do any carnivorous plants live near you?
Let’s explore.

What else do you want to know about carnivorous plants near where you live?

Steps 
1. Come up with a testable question.
2. Plan an investigation to answer your question. (Will you make and test a 

model? Will you research? Will you conduct an experiment?)
3. Get your teacher’s approval. Then carry out your investigation!
4. Afterward, write a claim that answers your question. Give evidence from your 

investigation.
5. Present your argument to the class.

S U P E R  S I M P L E  S C I E N C E
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