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East Park Academy 
Science Year 6: Living things and their habitats 

Overview of the Learning: 
The unit build on the previous content by introducing pupils to the importance of classification, including introduction to the term kingdom, the five 

kingdoms of all living things (bacteria, protists, animals, plants and fungi); vertebrates (reptiles, fish, amphibians, birds and mammals) and 

their similarities and differences; invertebrates; and ways of splitting these large groups into smaller groups e.g. mammals can be divided into 

three groups according to how their young develop: placental (live/ fully formed babies at birth); marsupial (pouched); and monotreme (egg 

laying) mammals. 

Core Aims  
 develop scientific knowledge and conceptual 

understanding through the specific disciplines of biology, 

chemistry and physics about humans and other animals 

 develop understanding of the nature, processes and methods 

of science through different types of science enquiries that help 

them to answer scientific questions about the world around 

them 

 are equipped with the scientific knowledge required to 

understand the uses and implications of science, today and 

for the future. 

 

Pupils should be taught to work scientifically. They will: 

 planning different types of scientific enquiries to answer questions, 
including recognising and controlling variables where necessary 

 taking measurements, using a range of scientific equipment, with 
increasing accuracy and precision, taking repeat readings when 
appropriate 

 recording data and results of increasing complexity using scientific 
diagrams and labels, classification keys, tables, scatter graphs, bar 
and line graphs 

 using test results to make predictions to set up further comparative 
and fair tests 

 reporting and presenting findings from enquiries, including 
conclusions, causal relationships and explanations of and degree of 
trust in results, in oral and written forms such as displays and other 
presentations 

 identifying scientific evidence that has been used to support or refute 
ideas or arguments 

Pupils should be taught about Living things and their habitats: 

 Explain the classification of living things into broad groups according 

to common observable characteristics and based on similarities and 

differences, including plants, animals and micro-organisms. 
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  Compare the life process of reproduction amongst plants and 

animals 

 Describe the changes as humans develop from birth to old age. 

  some plants reproduce sexually (an offspring has two parents): 

mosses and ferns reproduce with spores, conifers reproduce with 

seeds contained in cones, flowering plants reproduce with seeds 

contained in fruit.  Other plants also reproduce asexually:  runners 

(strawberries), bulbs (daffodils), stems (roses).  animals reproduce 

sexually:  fish: eggs are externally fertilised; birds: eggs are 

internally fertilised and laid as a shelled egg; mammals, including 

humans: eggs are internally fertilised and young are born alive.   

 Pupils can apply their knowledge and skills by:   comparing the 

characteristics of vertebrates and invertebrates including: whether 

they have a backbone, scales, feathers, hairy skin; body 

temperature; whether they lay eggs; and whether they feed young 

on milk etc.   observing and recording, with accuracy, the parts of a 

flower e.g. by taking apart a flower and identifying its constituent 

parts.  discussing how fruits and seeds develop from the ovary and 

ovules in the carpel.   

Expectations - Children can: 

 Explain the classification of living things into broad groups according to common observable characteristics and based on similarities and 

differences, including plants, animals and micro-organisms. 

  Compare the life process of reproduction amongst plants and animals 

 Describe the changes as humans develop from birth to old age. 

  some plants reproduce sexually (an offspring has two parents): mosses and ferns reproduce with spores, conifers reproduce with seeds 

contained in cones, flowering plants reproduce with seeds contained in fruit.  other plants also reproduce asexually:  runners 
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(strawberries), bulbs (daffodils), stems (roses).  animals reproduce sexually:  fish: eggs are externally fertilised; birds: eggs are internally 

fertilised and laid as a shelled egg; mammals, including humans: eggs are internally fertilised and young are born alive.   

 recording data and results of increasing complexity using scientific diagrams and labels, classification keys, tables, scatter graphs, bar and 
line graphs 

 using test results to make predictions to set up further comparative and fair tests 

 reporting and presenting findings from enquiries, including conclusions, causal relationships and explanations of and degree of trust in 
results, in oral and written forms such as displays and other presentations 

 identifying scientific evidence that has been used to support or refute ideas or argument 

 
 
 

Learning Objectives Suggested Learning Opportunities  

 To explain what we already know about 
classification of living things. 

 To describe how living things are 
classified into broad groups according to 
common observable characteristics and 
based on similarities and differences, 
including micro-organisms, plants and 
animals 

 To give reasons for classifying plants 
and animals based on specific 
characteristics 

 To identify scientific evidence that has 
been used to support or refute ideas 

 To describe the basic classification of 
living things that Aristotle devised. 

 To understand that living things are 
divided into 5 Kingdoms, not just Plants 
and Animals. 

Exploration – Early classification 
Ask children what they know about living things: animals and plants.  
 
Ask who can remember how animals are further split: vertebrates & invertebrates (Y4); & 
plants: vascular or non-vascular (Y5).  
Then test their memories on how vertebrates are further divided: fish, birds, reptiles, 
amphibians and mammals, and vascular plants into seed-bearing and those that do not have 
seeds. 
 
Share that scientists have classified things for hundreds of years. In Ancient Greece a 
famous philosopher (& scientist) called Aristotle (384-322BCE) first classified living things 
 (visit http://www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/history/aristotle.html 
 for adult background information).  
 
He carefully observed the world around him & decided there was a hierarchy (ranked in 
order) of living things, which he called the ‘Ladder of Nature (or Life)’). He saw two major 
groups: plants & animals, that he called Kingdoms. Plants were usually green & stationary 
and they could reproduce & grow. He placed animals at a higher level because they could 
move around to search for food & to escape from predators, and they were sensitive to their 
surroundings too.  

http://www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/history/aristotle.html
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Human beings were placed at the top of the ladder because they could also think and were 
creative. Non-living things, e.g. rocks, were at the bottom of the ladder. Give children the 
opportunity to comment on the 7 characteristics of living things that they have found out 
about in previous years and how plants and animals are much more similar than Aristotle 
thought! 
Aristotle realised that animals could not all be simply put together in one large group – there 
were too many & they were very different from one another. So he divided them into two 
large sub-groups: those with (red) blood & those without, which corresponds closely to 
vertebrates & invertebrates. ‘Animals with blood’ were divided into quadrupeds (4-legged 
animals) that were live-bearing (humans, mammals), quadrupeds that lay eggs Amphibians 
and reptiles), birds, whales and fish. ‘Animals without blood’ were divided into insects (in 
which he included spiders, scorpions & centipedes as well as what we think of as insects), 
cephalopods, e.g. octopus, crustacea (e.g. crabs), shelled animals (e.g. snails), zoophytes 
(animals that looked like plants, e.g. sea-anemone). Aristotle also described his observation 
of the characteristics of many creatures, particularly sea-life. He realised that whales and 
dolphins were not fish, but grouped them separately from mammals. He described the 
development of a chick within the egg & the four chambers of ruminants (cows & sheep).  
Most of Aristotle’s work on plants has been lost, but one of his students (Theophrastus: 372-
287BCE) did write about both the structure of plants & the classification of plants into trees, 
shrubs, herbaceous perennials, and herbs. 
Explain that we still use the term Kingdom (that Aristotle devised) for the first broad division of 
living things. Visit http://www.oum.ox.ac.uk/thezone/animals/animalid/kingdom.htm to find out 
about the 5 Kingdoms (rather than 2) that we use today (there is some controversy between 
scientists about the number of kingdoms – some use 6 & others 7, but the majority agree on 
5). Work through this together, explaining that children will find out more about modern 
classification in the next two sessions. 
 
Children write a short biography of Aristotle. Find out more about this amazing man who was 
so interested in the world around him & who came up with many theories despite the lack of 
scientific equipment or background knowledge that we have today. More able children can 
include some of his other scientific research, & the less able can concentrate on the ‘ladder of 
nature/life’. Children can use information books, e.g. Aristotle by Steve Parker, ISBN: 
9781841386409 &/or the internet. Useful websites include: http://www-history.mcs.st-
and.ac.uk/Biographies/Aristotle.html 

http://www.oum.ox.ac.uk/thezone/animals/animalid/kingdom.htm
http://www-history.mcs.st-and.ac.uk/Biographies/Aristotle.html
http://www-history.mcs.st-and.ac.uk/Biographies/Aristotle.html
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 (for able readers to skim & scan),  http://www.egs.edu/library/aristotle/biography/,  
http://www.ducksters.com/history/ancient_greece/aristotle.php (check adverts are okay), 
http://www.thefamouspeople.com/profiles/aristotle-116.php 
  http://www.ancientgreece.com/s/People/Aristotle/ 
 

 To describe how living things are 
classified into broad groups according to 
common observable characteristics and 
based on similarities and differences, 
including micro-organisms, plants and 
animals 

 To give reasons for classifying plants 
and animals based on specific 
characteristics. 

 To explain why naming and classifying 
living things is important. 

 To describe Carl Linnaeus’s significant 
contribution to science. 

 To understand how the twin Latin names 
of living things are derived. 

 To investigate and explore the works 
and contributions of key scientific 
pioneers.  

Exploration – Carl Linnaeus 
Explain that in this session children are going to find out more about hoe living things are 
classified. 
Remind children that they found out in Year 4 why it is useful to classify living things – ask 
volunteers to recap.  
Basically it’s easier to understand and study them if they’re sorted into groups that have 
similar characteristics. You can be sure that scientists all over the world are talking about the 
same species.  
(Use Resource folder resources) 
Ask children to imagine what it would be like to try and shop in a supermarket if the goods 
were not grouped together with similar things! Also we can ask for ‘carrots’ without having to 
describe them at length.  
Similar black fruits like blackcurrants and those of ivy could be confused if we couldn’t name 
them easily.  
In the last session children found out that classification of plants & animals can be traced 
back to Ancient Greece. Many of Aristotle’s ideas were still accepted hundreds of years later. 
 
 Introduce Carl Linnaeus (1707-1778) by showing children the video at 
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/nature-online/science-of-natural-history/biographies/linnaeus/. 
Linnaeus originally (in Systema Naturae – his first published book containing 14 large pages) 
divided nature into three kingdoms (similar to Aristotle’s ideas) – ‘Stones (minerals) grow; 
plants grow & live; animals grow, live & feel’. The plant kingdom was divided into 24 classes, 
the classes were divided into orders & the orders into genera (singular genus) & the genera 
into species. He revised this book many times & the 12th edition finished in 1768 consisted of 
3 volumes & 2,300 pages! In the 10th edition he no longer used Quadrupedia for higher 
animals, instead he called them Mammalia. Linnaeus had 5 levels in his classification 
system: Kingdom, Class, Order, Genus & species. 

http://www.thefamouspeople.com/profiles/aristotle-116.php
http://www.ancientgreece.com/s/People/Aristotle/
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/nature-online/science-of-natural-history/biographies/linnaeus/
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Discuss in more detail Linnaeus’s binomial (two names) naming system using 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/learningzone/clips/the-binomial-system-of-classification/12892.html as a 
starter.  
 
Long clumsy names for plants were replaced with much simpler names – the Genus & 
species. Two 17th century taxonomists (the naming and classifying of plants & animals is 
called taxonomy) John Ray (an Englishman) who based his system on fruits, flowers & 
leaves, & Joseph Tournefort (French) who looked only at the shape of petals laid the 
foundation for Linnaeus’s work. Linnaeus based his system on the number & position of the 
stamens in flowers. Point out that Linnaeus used Latin in his binominal system and that is 
how species are still named today, e.g. Homo sapiens (means wise man = human) or 
Trifolium repens (means three leaves creeping = white clover) & Trifolium incarnatum (means 
three leaves blood red = red clover) – note that the Genus name always starts with a capital 
letter & the species name with a lower case letter.  
 
The latter two flowers share the same first name, which shows they belong in the same 
genus. Scientists all over the world now use the Latin names, so everyone is sure which 
species they are referring to – it doesn’t matter what the living thing is called in their own 
language (common name), e.g. a woodlouse is also known as pill bug  or a rolly polly but its 
scientific name is Armadillium vulgare. Some common names for plants have existed for 
hundreds of years, e.g. a foxglove was supposedly named from a myth describing how bad 
fairies gave the flowers to foxes to wear on their paws so that they could creep quietly into 
chicken runs for food!  
 
Stitchworts cured stomach cramps or ‘stitches’; old man’s beard looks just like that; teasels 
were used to tease out (comb) cloth fibres, etc. (session resources). If Linnaeus wanted to 
name a plant using a word that did not exist in Latin, he simply added a Latin ending, e.g. the 
tobacco plant was named Nicotiana tabacum (Nicotiana after Jean Nicot, who introduced 
tobacco farming in France & tabacum from an American Indian name for the tobacco plant). If 
an L. appears after a scientific name it tells us that Linnaeus named that living thing. A 
dagger sign after a name shows that the living thing is extinct! 
.  
Ask the children to present their learning within an informative guide.  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/learningzone/clips/the-binomial-system-of-classification/12892.html
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 To describe how living things are 
classified into broad groups according to 
common observable characteristics and 
based on similarities and differences, 
including micro-organisms, plants and 
animals 

 To give reasons for classifying plants 
and animals based on specific 
characteristics. 

 To explain that living things are grouped 
into five Kingdoms. 

 To describe the main characteristics of 
living things in each Kingdom. 

 To list the sub groups under which living 
things are classified: Kingdom, Phylum, 
Class, Order, Family, Genus and 
species. 

Exploration - levels  

Remind children of how many levels Linnaeus had in his classification system: Five – 
Kingdom, Class, Order, Genus & Species.  
Explain that the classification system has been developed a lot since then and now scientists 
(scientists who study classification are called taxonomists) use seven levels to identify living 
things: Kingdom, Phylum, Class, Order, Family, Genus, species.  
Remind children that they discovered in lesson 1 that living things are divided into 5 
Kingdoms.  

 Can they name them?  
Animals (Animalia), Plants (Plantae), Fungi, Protista/Protoctista & Monera. The first 3 are 
easy to remember – ask children to suggest some examples from each 
 (Fungi e.g. mushrooms & yeast).  
The last two are harder.  
The Monera Kingdom consists of living things that have only one very simple cell, e.g. 
bacteria like E. coli (session resources). These cells have no nucleus like all other cells & 
also are missing other cell organelles (the -elle suffix means small, compare with larger scale 
organs, e.g. kidney, heart, lungs in an animal). Protista, e.g. Euglena, Amoeba & 
Paramecium (session resources), are also (mostly) unicellular, but they are more complex & 
have a nucleus. (The nucleus of a cell is surrounded by the nuclear membrane & it controls 
the reactions in the cell. It contains the chromosomes.) Aristotle & Linnaeus were not aware 
of these unicellular organisms because they could not see them with the naked eye & did not 
have equipment like powerful microscopes (even though bacteria – microscopic unicellular 
living things had first been described by Antonie van Leeuwenhoek in 1674). Ernst Haeckel 
(1834-1919) coined the term Protista & removed minerals as a Kingdom from natural 
classification keys. It was in 1969 that a separate Kingdom for Fungi was introduced by 
Robert Whittaker. The images & diagrams are for interest only, so that children can see how 
much more complex Protists are from a member of the Monera Kingdom. Visit 
http://www.oum.ox.ac.uk/thezone/animals/animalid/kingdom.htm to read details about each 
Kingdom. Note that the Euglena has some plant characteristics (chloroplasts for making their 
own food using sunlight) and some animal characteristics (flagellum for swimming from place 
to place). 
Show children an example of an animal’s classification at 
http://www.oum.ox.ac.uk/thezone/animals/animalid/classify.htm. By clicking on each level of 

http://www.oum.ox.ac.uk/thezone/animals/animalid/kingdom.htm
http://www.oum.ox.ac.uk/thezone/animals/animalid/classify.htm
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the squirrel’s classification you can see how other animals in that sub-grouping have more & 
more things in common, until at Genus level you are left with a grey squirrel alongside the red 
squirrel & at species level there is only the red squirrel. Similarly visit 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vqxomJIBGcY to see the classification of a lion. How 
many levels did the red squirrel & the lion share? (Three: both are from Kingdom Animalia, 
Phylum Chordata & Class Mammalia!) Humans share those three levels with both species 
too. We already know the Genus & species for humans too – can anyone remember? Homo 
sapiens. So what about Order & Family? Order: Primates, Family: Hominoidea (hominids). 
Children do not have to remember all this information at this stage. 
 
Useful links for children to investigate independently: (Use Resource folder resources) 
http://www.oum.ox.ac.uk/thezone/animals/animalid/kingdom.htm 

http://www.kidsbiology.com/biology_basics/five_kingdoms_life/classification1.php 

Children to present their learning using explanations and information about key scientific 

research.  

Briefly explain that the animals from the same species can have offspring that can 

themselves have offspring, so dogs from separate breeds can still mate & have offspring 

because they are the same species: Canis lupus familiaris, previously Canis familiaris, but 

horses and donkeys are different species so any offspring (called mules or hinnys) are 

infertile. Discuss how dragons, unicorns, triffids, phoenix, hippogriffs, devil’s snare or some 

other mythical creature or plant might be classified (some of which Linnaeus did classify!). 

 Do they share similarities with any real living things? 

 What makes them unusual?  

Together create a full classification for one of them. 

 To describe how living things are classified 
into broad groups according to common 
observable characteristics and based on 

Exploration – Micro-organisms 

Introduce the learning on micro-organisms by showing the children a visual montage 

 What can they see? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vqxomJIBGcY
http://www.oum.ox.ac.uk/thezone/animals/animalid/kingdom.htm
http://www.kidsbiology.com/biology_basics/five_kingdoms_life/classification1.php
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similarities and differences, including micro-
organisms, plants and animals. 

 To understand that micro-organisms are 
very small living things. 

 To list yeast, bacteria and viruses as 
examples of micro-organisms. 

 To explain how some micro-organisms are 
beneficial to humans. 

 To plan different types of scientific enquiries 
to answer questions, including recognising 
and controlling variables where necessary 

 To take measurements, using a range of 
scientific equipment, with increasing 
accuracy and precision, taking repeat 
readings when appropriate 

 To record data and results of increasing 
complexity using scientific diagrams and 
labels, classification keys, tables, scatter 
graphs, bar and line graphs 

 To use test results to make predictions to 
set up further comparative and fair tests 

 To report and presenting findings from 
enquiries, including conclusions, causal 
relationships and explanations of and 
degree of trust in results, in oral and written 
forms such as displays and other 
presentations. 
 

 Can they name any of the germs and bugs they can see? 
Children may know some by a different name, e.g. bugs, germs. Some unicellular fungi, 
bacteria (Monera), Protists (described in last lesson) and viruses are all micro-organisms.  

 Have children heard of any of these? Can they give any examples?  
Yeast (fungus), cold virus, flu virus, chicken pox virus, E.coli bacterium perhaps? Scientists 
who study micro-organisms are called microbiologists (from Greek: micro= small, bios = life, 
logy = study of). Look at pictures of microbes (Use Resource folder resources) 
 
Explain that electron microscopes are very powerful and can magnify very tiny things. 
Yeast cells can vary in size between 3 and about 40 μm (micrometre or a micron, which is 
one millionth of a metre or one thousandth of a millimetre – (Use Resource folder resources) 
They reproduce by budding, which you can see in the photograph or by splitting in half. We 
usually buy yeast as dried granules (Use Resource folder resources) 
Humans have used yeast cells for thousands of years to make bread rise and to make wine 
and beer. 
Bacteria from Monera Kingdom are unicellular (one cell) organisms that are usually a few 
microns long (similar to yeast in size). They have a wide range of shapes – spheres, rods or 
spirals. There are lots of bacteria in our environment - 40 million bacterial cells in a gram of 
soil and a million bacterial cells in a milliliter of fresh water. There are approximately ten times 
as many bacterial cells as human cells in the human body, with large numbers of bacteria on 
the skin and in the digestive system – stomach and intestines. 
 
 Bacteria were first observed by Antonie van Leeuwenhoek in 1676, using a single-lens 
microscope of his own design. He called them ‘animalcules’. They reproduce by splitting in 
half (see website list for videos in folder of resources). Bacteria are the most successful 
group of organisms on Earth in terms of numbers of individuals and species and the variety of 
habitats in which they are found. Bacteria can cause illnesses, but are also helpful, e.g. in 
compost heaps, cheese and yoghurt production. The millions of bacteria living in our 
digestive system, most in the large intestine usually do not harm us and in fact they help us to 
digest some foods like starch, which we would otherwise not be able to break down into 
nutrients that we can use. Similarly there are lots of micro-organisms living in and on other 
animals. Cows, sheep, camels, deer, etc. are called ruminants and they chew the cud 
(http://commtechlab.msu.edu/sites/dlc-me/zoo/  and click on Animal Pavilion and Cow 
Rumen).  

http://commtechlab.msu.edu/sites/dlc-me/zoo/
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Also visit Poo Corner on the site to find out how micro-organisms help us to recycle human 
waste. 
Viruses can only live inside ‘host’ cells, so scientists argue whether they can be called ‘living’ 
things as they can’t exist by themselves and are not made of cells. Most viruses that have 
been studied are between about 10 and 300nm – (nanometre, which is one billionth of a 
metre or one millionth of a millimetre). The photographs shown in the resources were taken 
using an electron microscope that can magnify things by a very large amount. You can get 
animal, plant or bacterial types according to the type of host they infect. Viruses were first 
described in the late 19th century, though diseases caused by them have been known for 
much longer. They usually have a protein ‘coat’ with genetic material (DNA or a similar 
material called RNA) inside. The host cells reproduce the virus (Use Resource folder 
resources) 
 

Yeast enquiry test: set up two sets of two test tubes containing yeast and other 

ingredients as described in the resources. Keep one set in a cold place and one in a warm 
place in the classroom. Shake or stir the contents thoroughly. Place a balloon over the mouth 
of each test tube. Observe and record what happens to the balloons every five minutes over 
the next hour. 
 Extension: Record the diameter of the balloons at 10 min intervals. Adult-led extension: Use 
a dropper to place a spot of the mixture onto a slide so children can watch the yeast cells 
growing under a microscope. Set the time delay camera to record for about an hour to look at 
again later. After an hour, ask children how the results support the idea that yeast is living. 
 
Children to present their learning.  



East Park Academy 
 

 

 To describe how living things are classified 
into broad groups according to common 
observable characteristics and based on 
similarities and differences, including micro-
organisms, plants and animals. 

 To record data and results using 
classification keys and scientific drawings. 

 To use a branching database (dichotomous 
key) to identify living things. 

 To understand how to create a classification 
key to identify living things. 

 To observe carefully and draw accurately 
the features of a plant. 

Exploration – Identification 

Divide children into 5/6 groups and take them outside to collect some ‘buttercups’. Collect 
samples of flowers, stems & leaves (both basal & stem) without uprooting the whole plant. It 
would be ideal if several varieties could be found.  

Back in the classroom use the branching database (dichotomous key) session resources to 
identify which plants you have found. (All are in Genus Ranunculus, but are different species, 
even though not all the common names include the word ‘buttercup’!)  

Remind children that this is a type of classification key, similar to those they used in Year 4, 
but this one is separating closely related plants from the Genus Ranunculus. There are 
photographs in session resources to aid the identification too. Children may need hand 
lenses to check some of the plant features. Remind children that the seven buttercups were 
identified using six questions, then with children complete the alternative layout key for 
buttercups (it will have six sets of couplets to separate the seven buttercups). 

At first glance all the different buttercups look quite similar, but there are small differences. 
Explain that it was details like these that Linnaeus used to classify plants. When he was only 
23 years old he used the number and position of the stamens to group flowers into 24 
classes. He then divided the classes into orders based on the pistils. The orders were divided 
into genera (plural of genus) by the form of the fruit. So he had to observe the flowers very 
carefully.  
Artists who produce botanical drawings have to observe their subjects very carefully too. 
Show children some examples of these drawings in resource folder. The first shows the 
meadow buttercup & creeping buttercup (both also called crowfoot in the past) and the 
second the wood buttercup (yet another species) & the creeping buttercup. Note that the 
second drawing was for a German publication but the binomial scientific name is still the 
same for the creeping buttercup in both examples: Ranunculus repens. The German word 
Wald means wood. Photographs can be used to record species today, but drawings can 
bring all the features together arranged so that they can easily be seen and are therefore still 
very useful. Flowers, seeds, fruit, etc. can all be displayed in one picture. The flower can be 
‘dissected’ so that stamens, petals, pistils, etc. can be drawn separately. 
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Look together at a plant with a flower (this could be a wild flower or a garden flower) and 
discuss the features that make it a particular species, e.g. the shape of leaves, the colour of 
leaves, the arrangement of leaf veins, the arrangement of the leaves on the stem, the number 
of petals, the colour of petals, the shape of petals, the shape of the stem (cross section – 
grooved, smooth, square, circular), the presence of hairs anywhere, and so on. Make notes 
to show the wealth of detail that could be used to classify a plant. 
 
Children to present a branching database (dichotomous key) to identify living things using 
their learning and first hand observations.  
 

 To describe how living things are classified 
into broad groups according to common 
observable characteristics and based on 
similarities and differences, including micro-
organisms, plants and animals 

 To give reasons for classifying plants and 
animals based on specific characteristics. 

 To create a classification key to identify 
common insects and birds. 

 To create a classification key to identify 
tree/wild flower leaves. 

 To appreciate the difficulties of describing 
differences between species. 

Exploration –classification keys 
 
Remind children that they used two different types of classification keys in previous lessons: 
branching database and a dichotomous key to identify different species of buttercup plants. 
 
 In Year 4 they collected some minibeasts (invertebrates) and created classification keys to 
identify them or at least to classify them as insects, spiders, snails or worms, etc. They did 
not always identify a particular species.  
Explain that today children will create some classification keys to help identify butterflies (10), 
birds (10) or bumblebees (8) that they might see in the school grounds, in their gardens or in 
the local environment. It is not easy to catch any of these to identify them, so they will use 
some photographs/pictures instead (folder resources). You could use your own photographs 
or pictures of species that you know are seen in the local environment instead. They will be 
classifying the individual species this time. You might like the whole class to work on one set 
or allow groups to choose. They will have to look very carefully at the features of the living 
things to create the key.  
They work in 2s or 3s to create the key. Suggest that they cut out the photos so that they can 
move them around on their rough draft of their key as they think of suitable questions to ask 
to separate them from each other. Point out that there is not a wrong or right answer to this 
challenge – different questions can be used by different groups or a similar question can be 
used at different levels of the classification key. The bees are the hardest set (use the 
workers for the classification, as they are the bees most likely to be seen out and about) and 
the birds the easiest. Before allowing children to start briefly discuss features they might look 
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for in each group, e.g. legs & beaks in birds, colours & patterns in butterflies, number of 
stripes & colour of ‘tails’ in bumblebees. (The butterflies shown are the male of the species – 
sometimes the female has a similar appearance, but in other species looks quite different!  
 
Point out that this is another complication of classification, in that the female of a species can 
look quite different from the male of a species, e.g. pheasants) Go around the groups as they 
work to offer advice. At intervals stop all the children to ask for feedback on progress.  

 Are they finding it difficult to think of a question to separate two species?  

 Can another group help? 
Now that the children are expert at spotting features to help write a classification key, take 
them outside to collect 8 to 10 different tree (preferable) or wildflower leaves. Ensure that 
children have a name for all their leaves (though they could just label them A, B, C, etc.)! If 
there are insufficient trees or wildflowers in the school grounds then bring some into school 
that you have collected earlier.  
 
Make sure that there are enough sets for children to work in groups of 2s, 3s or 4s. Point out 
that children should look for the obvious differences to separate the leaves into two groups 
first. Then look at each group separately (may be another obvious difference or may be a 
smaller difference) to work out a question to separate those leaves. They do not have to think 
of a question that separates one individual leaf from all the others that are left each time, 
sometimes the question will separate those left into two groups of two or more leaves. The 
first attempt is a draft – children may decide to go back to the beginning and use a different 
question to sort them into two initial groups, before asking the other questions they have 
chosen. Asking the questions in a different order may be more helpful. Remind them that they 
will need one less question than the total number of leaves they are classifying.  
When they have finished their classification key they should swap with another group to try 
out each other’s. If the group trialling their key have problems they may have to adjust one or 
more of their questions. Children then make a final copy of their keys & stick the leaves into 
the right places (if possible laminate the leaves before doing this) or write the name of the 
plant from which the leaf was taken. 
 

 To describe how living things are 
classified into broad groups according to Exploration –Research 
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common observable characteristics and 
based on similarities and differences, 
including micro-organisms, plants and 
animals 

 To give reasons for classifying plants 
and animals based on specific 
characteristics. 

 To record data using bar graphs & 
classification keys 

 To report and present findings from 
enquiries. 

 To use the internet and information 
books to research the living things in a 
habitat. 

 To classify some living things found in a 
particular habitat. 

 To understand how hard it is to be a 
taxonomist! 

Remind children that living things of one species do not always look alike, e.g. different 
breeds of dog, male & female pheasants or mallard ducks, hydrangeas growing in different 
soils with flowers of completely different colours, and humans from different countries, even 
humans within a family. There is variation within a species that is inherited such as whether 
or not you can curl your tongue lengthways – ask everyone to try: you either can or you can’t 
– it’s not something you can learn to do! Continuous variation means there will be a wide 
range of differences in one species, e.g. height of people within a group. 
Explain that today children are going to investigate some habitats unlike their local 
environment. They will discover which plants and animals live there & classify them as far as 
possible. Talk about possible habitats for research, e.g. desert, ocean, seashore (if you don’t 
live near the coast), high mountains, meadows (if you are city dwellers), Arctic or Antarctic, 
etc. & list them. Children may be interested in finding out about the living things in an area of 
the world where different organisms have evolved because of isolation (islands separated a 
long way from mainland), e.g. Australia, New Zealand, Galapagos Islands, Mozambique, 
Hawaii, etc.  
 
Give children a few minutes to discuss with their neighbours & decide which habitat they 
would like to explore further. Bring the class back together & organise them into groups 
depending on their chosen habitat (if a group is too large, split it so that there are 3 to 5 
children in each group if possible). 
Watch the video clip at http://www.bbc.co.uk/learningzone/clips/classifying-animals-
birds/2474.html. We find out why an ostrich is a bird even though it can’t fly – it has feathers! 
Go through the features of the 5 Kingdoms again. 
Recap how animals are grouped into vertebrates and invertebrates; vertebrates into 
mammals, birds, fish, amphibians and reptiles (try the challenge at 
http://www.sheppardsoftware.com/content/animals/kidscorner/games/animalclassgame.htm); 
invertebrates into insects, spiders, snails, worms, etc. Also recap on plants being grouped 
into vascular plants (flowering plants, ferns & conifers) & non-vascular plants (algae & 
mosses). If time class could play Guess Zoo (aimed at slightly older children, so you may 
wish to adapt it slightly)downloaded from http://www.arkive.org/education/teaching-resources-
11-14.  
 
Children work in small groups to research the living things found in their chosen habitat. 
Challenge them to find at least 3 each of plants and animals and then classify them further 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/learningzone/clips/classifying-animals-birds/2474.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/learningzone/clips/classifying-animals-birds/2474.html
http://www.sheppardsoftware.com/content/animals/kidscorner/games/animalclassgame.htm
http://www.arkive.org/education/teaching-resources-11-14
http://www.arkive.org/education/teaching-resources-11-14
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(they may be able to find out their scientific name – Genus & species). It will be a bonus if 
they find living things from the other Kingdoms (e.g. fungi in rain forests, unusual bacteria 
living near hot water vents in deep oceans, etc.). 
Children decide how to present their findings ready to give a short presentation to the rest of 
the class. Be ready to answer questions about how & why they classified the living things as 
being part of particular groups. They may want to produce posters or fact files to display or 
write a PowerPoint presentation.  
They can download photographs of the habitat & the living things they have chosen to add to 
the hard copies or PowerPoint presentation. 
 

 


