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18 Traits of Living Things Teacher’s Edition

Lesson Overview
Discuss the Big Idea: How are living things different from nonliving things? 
(Living things grow and change and eat; nonliving things are unable to do these 
things.) 

Compare the traits of living and nonliving things by using a stuffed animal as 
compared to a real animal. 

Identify the characteristics of living things and nonliving things.

Recognize where living and nonliving things can be found in students’ 
neighborhoods.

Discuss living and nonliving things using correct vocabulary.

●● compare - to look at for similarities and differences 
●● living - to be alive, grow, change, and eat
●● nonliving - unable to grow or move on its own; unable to eat
●● observe - to study 
●● predict - to tell in advance based on experience or observation
●● record - to note or to document

Explore the Big Idea with the read-aloud, I am a Living Thing, or other books on 
the subject matter that determines the characteristics of living things.

Evaluate student understanding through observation as they sort Living Things 
Picture Cards into two categories: Living and Nonliving, as well as determine why 
they made their choices.

Elaborate with an activity in which students select and illustrate a living and a 
nonliving object.

Objectives
Students will

●● plant various objects to determine which will grow; and 
●● compare and contrast living and nonliving objects.

Big Idea: How Are Living Things 
Different from Nonliving Things? 

Investigation Center One

Preparing for the Lesson
➊	�Prepare for group work in the science activity center by reading through the 

Engage and Demonstrate portions of the investigation. 

➋	�Review the Explore and  Explain portions of the investigation. They provide 
directions for the partner and independent work students will be completing on 
their own. Outline your expectations after you complete the small group work 
to ensure understanding of the activities. Prepare materials as needed.

➌	�Check with your school librarian to see if you can locate available titles on the 
topic of living things to put in your science center area of the room as resources 
throughout this unit.

➍	�Review the book, I Am a Living Thing, or whichever trade book you will be 
using for the read-aloud.

➎	�Emphasize vocabulary words and encourage students to use the vocabulary 
during discussions.

SCIENCE 
MISUNDERSTANDINGS

Plan for predictable 
errors and student 
misconceptions such as: 

●● stuffed animals can 
move, so they are 
living things;

●● dolls that eat or cry are 
living things;

●● plants cannot move;
●● you cannot see a tree 

grow, so it is not alive;
●● a computer can talk, so 

it is a living thing; and 
●● a flower does not eat 

food like people, so it is 
not a living thing.

BACKGROUND 
INFORMATION 

Living things must be 
capable of growth, 
reproduction, and 
metabolism. Reproduction 
means being able to have 
offspring or otherwise 
duplicate oneself. 
Metabolism means to be 
able to extract energy 
from chemicals in order 
to sustain oneself. An 
appropriate definition for 
kindergarten students 
would be: Living things can 
grow, move, and eat.
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20 Traits of Living Things Teacher’s Edition

Engage: Start the Lesson
Discuss the characteristics of living things. Ensure students understand the 
characteristics of living things: they can grow, move, and eat.  

Ask the following inquiry questions to stimulate discussion.

●● Since many dolls look like people, are they alive? 
●● Most toy cars can move, so are they living? 
●● It is possible to make blocks taller, so can they be living things? 

Read aloud the book: I am a Living Thing, by Bobbie Kalman (or other similarly 
themed book). Stop frequently during the story to draw attention to the pictures 
and discuss the traits of living things. Reinforce the characteristics of living things. 

Explore: Introduce the Concept 
After reading the book, create a T-chart listing things from the book that are living 
and nonliving.  Have students look around the classroom to find things to add 
to the T-chart, filling in both sides of the chart with that information. As students 
suggest items, help them classify living and nonliving by asking:

●● Can it move? 
●● Does it grow? 
●● How does it eat?

Explain: Learn More with  
Center Partners
Activity Options
●● Real animal: If your school allows live animals in the classroom or if your 

class has a pet, this is a good time to think about traits of living things that are 
familiar. Receive permission from your administrator to bring a live animal into 
your classroom if you choose this option. 

●● Photograph images: Photographs showing live animals moving, and in their 
growth stages can help students see traits of living things.

●● Video clip: Using a brief video that shows baby and adult animals in the wild, 
moving and eating, can help students observe the traits of living things.  

Select a stuffed animal that represents the live animal, if possible. If you cannot 
match the live animal and the stuffed animal, have discussions with students about 
the fact that a stuffed animal only represents an animal. Some suggested animals 
are: Live fish/stuffed fish; live rabbit/stuffed rabbit; live hermit crab/stuffed hermit 
crab; live worms/stuffed worms.

Have students observe the live animal and the stuffed animal. The teacher or 
volunteer should ask the following inquiry questions to assist in comparing the two 
“animals”. 

●● What things do you notice about the live animal? Does it share the traits we 
discussed at the beginning of the lesson? 

●● What do you notice about the stuffed animal? Can it do those same things, too? 

Have students capture their observations in their notebooks after first discussing 
them as a class. Then, refer them to their My Science Notebooks, where they can 
either write or draw them on the page, Living/Nonliving Observations.

MATERIALS
●● (1) book, I am a Living 

Thing, by Bobbie 
Kalman (or similar 
book)*

●● variety of toys*

*Not included in kit

 NOTE

This investigation is 
flexible in order to allow 
for teacher choice and the 
availability of live animals, 
but the concept and the 
procedure are the same. 
The students will compare 
a living animal with a 
stuffed animal.

 SAFETY NOTE

Before you begin this 
activity it is important that 
you remind students about 
safety in the science center. 
When working with live 
animals it is important to 
remember that when you 
observe, you are looking 
and watching. You are not 
touching the animal. The 
animal is present so it can 
be observed and compared 
to the stuffed animal.

MATERIALS
●● (1) representation of a 

live animal (real, photo, 
or video)* 

●● (1) stuffed animal*

*Not included in kit

My 
Science 
Notebook

     My Science Notebook : TRAITS OF LIVING THINGS  

Activity

Living/Nonliving Observations

We looked at a living animal and a (stuffed) nonliving animal. 
Draw a picture of the living animal and the nonliving animal. 

Living Animal

Nonliving Animal
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22 Traits of Living Things Teacher’s Edition

Explain: Learn More with 
Independent Investigation
Activity 1 

Preparation

➊	Soak the lima beans overnight in cold water to start the germination process.

➋	Fill the spray bottle with water.

➌	Label a zippered bag with the names of the partners.

Procedure
Explain that you are going to plant two items to see which one is a living thing and 
which is a nonliving thing.  Choose a nonliving item (rock, marble, button, and so 
on) and a lima bean.

➊	 Layer four or five paper towels on top of each other. 

➋	 Place the lima bean and the nonliving item on the paper towels.

➌	 Put another layer of paper towels on top of the bean and the item. If you are 
using full-size paper towels, you can place the items on the upper half of the 
towel and then fold the bottom half up to cover them.

➍	 Spray the paper towels with water until they are thoroughly damp.

➎	 Place the moistened paper towels with the bean and the nonliving item in a 
plastic zippered bag. HINT: Leave some air in the bag when you zip it closed to 
aid in germination.

➏	 Put the bag where it will receive plenty of sunlight. It can be placed on a 
windowsill or even taped to a window.

Check the bag every day and spray more water on the paper towels if they become 
dry. Students can record the growth of the bean and the nonliving item for the 
next five days on the Growth of Living Things worksheet in students’ My Science 
Notebook.

As the following inquiry questions once the bean preparation is completed.

●● Which item will probably grow? Why do you think this? 
●● How many days will it probably take before it starts to grow? 
●● Why did you spray water on the paper towels? 
●● How do you think both items will look tomorrow?

Discuss students’ predictions. Ensure they thoroughly complete their My Science 
Notebook worksheet to record their ideas.

NOTE

A second investigation is 
being used with this Big 
Idea. It will be extended 
into the next Big Idea 
investigation.

MATERIALS
●● (5) lima bean seeds
●● (2) zippered baggies
●● (1) nonliving item 

(e.g., rock, marble, or 
button)*

●● (1) permanent marker*
●● (1) spray bottle
●● (1) roll of paper towels
●● water*

*Not included in kit

My 
Science 
Notebook

My Science Notebook : TRAITS OF LIVING THINGS      

Activity

Growth of Living Things

Observe your bag with the two items for five days. Carefully 
lift the paper towel and draw what each look like each day.

Bean Other Item

DAY 1 DAY 1

DAY 2 DAY 2

DAY 3 DAY 3

DAY 4 DAY 4

DAY 5 DAY 5
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Activity 2
The book, I am a Living Thing, contains chapters with more in-depth material than 
may be desired for this investigation, but the information can be used to elaborate 
the concepts in the lesson or in future investigations.

Have students complete the A Living Thing worksheet in their My Science 
Notebook. In this activity, they will be instructed to draw a picture of a living thing 
and a nonliving thing. Have them sound out the words to finish the sentence or use 
a book to help them spell the words.

A _____________ is a living thing, but a _____________ is not.

Evaluate: Reflect on the Skill
The final in-class assessment activity may be completed at any time during the 
duration of the investigation. It may be done as a whole-group sharing activity or 
can be one-on-one. Following the assessment, the picture cards may be put at the 
science center for an independent sorting activity. The cards will be used again in 
following investigations related to this unit. 

Have a student sort the picture cards into two categories: Living or Nonliving. Then, 
ask the student to tell why they made their choices.

Elaborate: Extend the Lesson

Dear Parent/Guardian,

In our recent science lessons, we have been talking about the concept of living 
things—what characteristics they have and what distinguishes them from nonliving 
things. This can be a challenging concept for young children to grasp, so take any 
opportunities to help reinforce the concept through simple demonstrations. For 
example, if you have a family pet, use it as a “model” to point out what makes it a 
living thing (e.g., it breathes, it moves, it grows, etc.). Contrast these traits with a 
stuffed animal that your child has. 

Using everyday objects is a great way to make the concepts relevant to children. 
When they have future interactions, they might actually consider some of the 
points you explained, thus reinforcing the concept of what makes something a 
living thing.

Enjoy your scientific discoveries with your child!

Your child’s teacher,

MATERIALS
●● (1) deck of Living 

Things picture cards 

Unacceptable Progress Acceptable Progress Exceptional Progress

Student is unable to accurately 
sort the picture cards into living 
and nonliving groups.

Student is able to sort the picture 
cards into living and nonliving 
groups with 80% accuracy AND 
can explain some of his/her 
choices.

Student is able to sort the picture 
cards into living and nonliving 
groups with 100% accuracy AND 
can explain his/her choices.

MATERIALS
●● (1) book, I am a Living 

Thing (or similar 
book)*

*Not included in kit

My 
Science 
Notebook

     My Science Notebook : TRAITS OF LIVING THINGS  

A Living Thing

We looked at many things. Some were living and some were 
not. 

Get help filling in the sentence below telling about something 
that is living and something that is not. 

Draw the living and nonliving things below your sentence.

A                                  is a living thing, 

but                                                is not.

Activity
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