
The Great Race for Survival 
 

Grade Level: 3 & 4  
 
Subject: Science 
 
GPS: S3L1b, S3L2b;  
 S4L2a 
 
Time Required: 1 hour 
 
Setting: Outdoors 
 
Materials: 
 Copy Pages 
 Red & green construction paper to back each picture 
 Glue 
 Yarn  
 Scissors 
 Hole punch or tape 
 Laminating of copy pages - optional  
 
Objectives:  
 Students will learn different features or adaptations of plants that help them survive better in 
Georgia than plants that do not have these features. Students will learn ways that people can help 
protect native plants. 
 
Vocabulary:  
 Native Plant – a plant that occurs naturally in a specific area 
 Weed or Non-Native Invasive Plant – a fast-growing plant that is brought into an area where it 
  does not live naturally and results in an adverse effect on the environment 
 Adaptation – a special part or function of a plant that helps it survive 
 Invasive Plant – a plant that spreads quickly in a habitat thus competing with other plants for 
  survival 
  
Background: 
 All plants have distinct features or adaptations that enable them to survive in an environment 
where others cannot. Some features that help plants survive are listed on the attached sheet. Scientists 
have discovered that most non-native invasive plants have numerous features that help them survive; 
whereas most native plants have only a few. For this reason non-native invasive plants can cause great 
harm to the habitats of Georgia by causing the depletion or even extinction of native plants. People can 
help stop this problem by planting native plants in their yards and removing non-native plants. They 
can also help in their communities with native plant rescues and by assisting parks and nature 
preserves with their removal of non-natives. 
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Preparation for Activities: 
 Cut out the copy pages so that each student will have a picture of a weed or a native species. 
Glue the weed pictures to the red paper, and the native pictures to the green paper. Laminate pages if 
desired. Cut a length of yarn for each picture – long enough for the students to hang the pictures 
around their necks. Punch holes into the top corners of the pictures and tie on the yarn. Tape can be 
used instead of holes.  
 Prior to the activities define native and non-native plants (weeds).Talk with the students about 
plants features or adaptations using the Features of Plants sheet for examples. 
  
Outdoor Activity: 
 

Weed Species Native Species 

Autumn Olive Fringed Sedge 
Nepal Grass Dogwood 
Princess Tree Trillium 

Kudzu Yellow Buckeye 
Japanese Honeysuckle White Oak 

Chinese Privet American Holly 
Chinese Wisteria Coneflower 
Multiflora Rose Milkweed 

Mimosa Spotted Jewelweed 
English Ivy Christmas Fern 

  
1)  Give each student a plant picture. Have them line up side by side at one end of the schoolyard. Pace 
off 50 steps in front of the students and mark that spot as the finish line.  
Read aloud the following information: 
Each one of you has been magically transformed into a tiny plant seed. You are many different kinds 
of seeds from many different types of plants – some natives and some weeds or non-natives. Through 
the actions of wind, water, animals, and people, each of you is now lying in the soil.  You have been 
lying dormant in the soil all winter. The events that I will describe represent one year in your life. All 
of you will not survive the year. Listen carefully to the instructions. When I tell you to step forward or 
back, take normal walking steps. At the end of our activity, we will know which plants survived.  
 
2)  It is early spring. Rain, warm temperatures, and long days result in rapid plant growth. Seeds that 
have lain dormant all winter start to sprout. Everyone step forward five steps. 
 
3)  The soil in the schoolyard contains many types of seeds, more from some types of plants than from 
others. Chinese Privet step forward two steps.  Nepal Grass and Princess Tree step forward five 
steps.  
 
4)  The growing season continues to be favorable. Everyone step forward 10 steps. 
 
5)  As spring turns to summer, drought hits the area. Deep-rooted plants survive best. Kudzu, Autumn 
Olive, and Privet step forward two steps. Everyone else step back 1 step. 
 
6)  Summer storms and slightly cooler temperatures improve growing conditions for all plants. All 
plants step forward 6 steps. 
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    7)  Some plants grow as vines, smothering other plants and trees and forming a thick mat of leaves.    
Kudzu, English Ivy, Japanese Honeysuckle, Chinese Wisteria, and Multiflora Rose step forward 
three steps. All plants within 3 steps in any direction of any of these plants, step back 1 step. 

 
8)  Plants continue to grow, but shorter days slow growth. All plants step forward four steps.  

  
9) During the fall, plant energy is now devoted to food storage and seed production. All plants step 
forward just one step.  

 
10) Some plants release their seeds. Those that are able to send their seeds a long distance help ensure their 
success by finding new areas in which to grow. Nepal Grass, Princess Tree, Chinese Privet, Autumn 
Olive, Multiflora Rose, Milkweed, Dogwood, Sedge, American Holly, and Christmas Fern step 
forward 3 steps.  

 
11) Most plants shut down for the colder, winter days. Others continue to grow at a slower pace.   
English Ivy, Autumn Olive, Japanese Honeysuckle, Chinese Privet, American Holly, and 
Christmas Fern step forward 1 step. Everyone stop and stay in their position. “The Great Race for 
Survival” has ended.  

12) The plants that were the strongest and had the best features or adaptation for survival took more steps 
forward. Announce the winners and whether they are weeds or natives. Tell the students that the red cards 
are weed plants. Ask the students who are weeds to raise their hands. Then ask the natives to raise their 
hands. Questions:  

• Which plants are closer to the finish line and why?  
• What are some of the features or adaptations that enabled the non-native invasive plants 
(weeds) to survive?  
• When weeds “win” or “survive”, what happens to the native plants?  
• What can people do to help protect native plants from invasive weeds?  

Evaluation:  
Give each student a plant picture and a copy of Features of Plants. Have them tell the class two features 
their plant has that help it survive.  

Extensions:  
The plants used in this activity are natives or non-natives in the Piedmont area of Georgia. Have the 
student discuss other adaptations that enable plant survival in regions of Georgia that are different 
from their own.  

  
 
 

 
 

http://www.gaeppc.org/list.cfm 
http://www.invasive.org/ 
http://dictionary.reference.com/ 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page  
Nonnative Invasive Plants of Southern Forests by James H Miller  
http://www.gwf.org/resources/wildlifehabitats/invasives.html 
http://www.innatfolkston.com/nec/garden.htm 
http://yotophoto.com/  

References:  
Adapted with permission from Invaders of the Forest 2005 WEEB, WDNR, Park People of 

Milwaukee County 
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