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Activity Description

Directions for taking temperatures:  

In the classroom:

Extensions
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Additional Resources
Spring fever.

Assessments
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Name(s):________________________________________________
During the winter, the soil beneath a prairie is frozen. When spring arrives, the air is warmer, the ground 
thaws, and the soil begins to warm up. The living roots of prairie plants have been in the ground all winter, 
waiting for signals that it is time to grow again.  Finally, when the soil temperature is warm enough, the 
plants begin to send up their green shoots, and a new growing season begins.   

Today you will measure the temperature of the air and the soil in your prairie.

STEP 1:  Write down today’s date and weather conditions.

Today’s date is  __________________________________ .

The time of day is _________________________________.

Today’s weather is (sunny? cloudy? partly cloudy? raining? snowing?)

_________________________________________________________ .

STEP 2:  Go outdoors to your prairie. Follow instructions to measure the temperature of your prairie in four 
places:  two in the air and two in the soil.  

STEP 3:  Write down the temperatures you measured. This is your data.

TEMPERATURES IN DEGREES FAHRENHEIT (ºF)

Site Soil 3/4˝ deep Soil 5˝ deep Air at surface Air at waist height
1
2
3
4

 STEP 4:  Draw bar graphs of the temperatures you measured.

Figure out average temperatures for each soil depth and height in the air. Do this for your group, and then 
put the data from the whole class together and average it. What do you have to do di!erently?  Do the aver-
ages change?  Why might this be?

 
STEP 5:  Answer the questions below.
1. Which was warmer, the air or the soil? _________________________
 
2. Which was warmer, the soil near the surface or 5” deep?_____________
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3. Which was warmer, the air near the ground or at waist height? 

4.  Why might these temperatures be di!erent? 

 
5.  In the spring, plants wait for the right signals before they begin to grow. Warm soil temperature is one 

signal. Can you think of some other signals that tell plants that it is time to grow?  (Clue:  Think about 
other things, besides temperature, that change in the spring).

 
  
 

 
 
 
6.  Prairie roots go deep into the soil, sometimes more than 10 feet deep. What soil temperatures do you 

think these very deep roots would feel?

 

  

 

 

 
7.  Fire is a part of the prairie ecosystem. Prairie "res can be extremely hot, and "res can move across the 

land very quickly. From the data you gathered, can you guess what happens to the soil temperature dur-
ing a prairie "re?  Where would you go to survive a prairie "re if you were:
 a bird?
 a bison?
 a rabbit?
 an earthworm?
 a prairie plant? 
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