
Plant Growth  
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HAVe YOU eVer WONDereD 

WHY PLANtS HAVe 

FLOWerS?  WHILe MOSt 

FLOWerS Are PrettY, tHeY’re 

NOt jUSt FOr LOOkS. tHe MAIN 

PUrPOSe OF FLOWerS IS tO 

AttrACt POLLINAtOrS. WHO Are 

tHeSe POLLINAtOrS, AND WHY Are 

tHeY SO IMPOrtANt tO PLANtS? 

Pollinators can be as 
small as an insect or as 
big as a bird. Pollinators 
such as bees, butterflies, 
hummingbirds, and bats 
have at least one thing 
in common. They move 
pollen around the flower 
or from flower to flower. 
This must happen before 
a plant can produce seeds 
and new plants. u

this honeybee has pollen sticking to the hairs 
under its body. When the bee visits a flower, the 
pollen could fall down onto the flower’s stigma.

the anther is the part of the flower where the pollen 
is produced, and the stigma is the part that can 

receive pollen during pollination. 

anthER

stIgMa

plant growth and development • StC bookS 39

Making new 
Plants
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Plants and Animals  
Living together



Flower Power 
let’s look closely at a flower. Pollen is 
a powder that is made in the part of a 
flower called the anther. Pollen needs to 
move from the anther to another part of 
the flower called the stigma. This process 
is called pollination. If pollen reaches the 
stigma, it may fertilize the flower. When 
the flower dies, a fruit with one or more 
seeds begins to grow in its place, and 
these seeds may grow into a new plant.

Since most plants are rooted in the 
ground, they need help with this process 
of pollination. For some plants, the wind 
carries pollen to other flowers and plants. 
Others need pollinators, like the bees and 

hummingbirds that you read about on 
page 39.  

The bright colors and sweet smells 
of flowers attract pollinators. The 
pollinators, in turn, get food—pollen and 
nectar—from the plants. When insects 
and other animals gather nectar and 

long ago scientists described 
mutualism between plants and animals 
in pollination. in england, the famous 
naturalist Charles darwin studied a 
white flower that came from the island 
of madagascar. The nectar was at the 
end of a long tube. it bloomed only at 
night. although he never saw the insect, 
darwin thought that the pollinator must 
be a moth with a really long tongue. 
moths fly at night. They are able to see 
white flowers at night. The pollinator 
would need a long tongue to reach 
the nectar. Thirty years after darwin’s 
prediction, the moth was found!
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Packets of orchid pollen, called pollinia, stick to 
the body of this insect and could be carried away 
by the insect to pollinate another flower. 

Darwin’s Prediction
WikiPedia Commons 

maek WhiTTen, florida museum of naTural hisTory, universiTy of florida



Not All Orchids Are  
What they Seem
orchids have many ways to attract the right pollinators, so 
that little packets of pollen get stuck to their bodies. The 
packets, called pollinia, are then carried by the pollinator to 
another flower. But some orchids are tricky; they don’t give 
the pollinator what they seem to offer. The orchid Ophrys 
has flowers that look like female bees or wasps. males try to 
mate with the orchid. By the time they realize the flower is not 
another bee or wasp, they’ve picked up sticky pollinia on their 
body to carry to another flower for pollination.

another orchid, Coryanthes, has a wide lip like a bucket that is 
full of a sticky liquid. When insects come to the orchid’s sweet 
smell, they fall in the “bucket” and start to drown. one way 
out is through a tube where the pollen packets, pollinia, are 
located. if the insect is too small, the pollinia won’t stick.  
if the insect is too large, it can’t fit in the tube and may drown  
if it can’t find another way out.  only the right-sized insect 
passes pollen on to another orchid.  

this Ophrys 
orchid 
attracts 
male bees 
because it 
looks like a 
female. With 

a little luck, pollen will be moved by 
the bee to another Ophrys orchid.

With its long tongue, this moth is able 
to reach the nectar from the white 
Madagascar flower studied by Darwin.
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this bee has yellow 
pollinia on its back 
after climbing out 
of the sticky trap 

of the Coryanthes 
orchid. Now the 

bee could carry the 
pollen to another 

Coryanthes orchid. 

pollen from flowers, some pollen may 
stick to their body. As these pollinators 
move around the flower, or from flower 
to flower, they can move pollen from 
the anther to the sticky stigma, and 
complete the pollination process. 

In the end, both the plant and the 
pollinator gain something. The plant 
is pollinated and able to produce seeds 
that may grow into new plants. The 
pollinators gather food for themselves 
and their offspring. Scientists call this 
mutualism when two living organisms 
interact and both of them benefit. n
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