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Terraria and the Greenhouse Effect.

Climate Change.

Karolyn Burns, The CLEO Institute.

Grades K-2

30-45 minutes to create, 5 minutes per day to collect data, 20-30 minutes to discuss chart
or graph after 2-4 weeks.

Students will create a terrarium using jars of various thicknesses to study how the greenhouse effect 

can be both helpful and harmful to living things.

In this lesson, students will learn about the greenhouse effect, the needs of plants and animals, and the 

effects of sun and water on an ecosystem, as well as the results of strengthening the greenhouse effect.

Glass jars of varying thicknesses (mason jars, baby food jars, salsa or tomato sauce jars), plastic wrap, seeds, 

moss, and/or cuttings, gravel, soil Worksheets with student instructions, hypotheses, and data collection.

Students will watch the following video about the greenhouse effect from NASA Space Place about the 
greenhouse effect https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SN5-DnOHQmE

Then discuss why the greenhouse effect is so important for living things, and make predictions about what 
can increase or decrease the amount of trapped heat in their terraria. In small groups, students will assemble 
terraria in glass jars using the materials provided. Using the worksheet, they should make predictions about 
how the thickness of glass walls, use of a lid vs. no lid, plastic wrap, etc. will change the amount of heat and 
moisture that is held inside. 
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LAFS.2.SL.2.6, LAFS.2.W.1.2, LAFS.2.W.3.7, LAFS.2.W.3.8, LAFS.K12.W.1.2
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CONT’D

Using these predictions, students should determine whether the plants inside will grow and thrive, 

and what that might mean for the animals and people who depend on them.

Vocabulary:
Gas: One of the three ordinary states of matter; the others are solid and liquid. The molecules of a gas move 

about rapidly and freely. A gas will expand to fill up and take the shape of its container.
Greenhouse gas - Gases such as carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, and water vapor that contribute 
to the greenhouse effect
Atmosphere – The layer of gases surrounding earth that allow humans and animals to breathe.

This also acts as a blanket to keep the earth warm.
Observation – An observation is information that you gather with your senses or measure

(ex. Using a ruler or thermometer) 
Terrarium - A terrarium is usually a sealable glass container containing soil and plants and

can be opened for maintenance to access the plants inside.

Temperature – Temperature is a measure of how hot or cold a substance (like air or water) is.

The terraria should be placed in indirect sunlight, with the temperature taken once each day and logged, 

and the growth of the plants measured or described. In 2-4 weeks, make a graph of the data and re-visit 

the hypotheses from Day 1 (A class notebook for data collection may be preferable to individual worksheets).

What conditions helped the plants to grow? What might happen to crops and forests if the greenhouse 

effect is too strong?

Interdisciplinary Skills: Students can make a graph of their temperature and/or height data over time, using 

graph paper or a pre-labeled worksheet and complete a writing assignment to describe how they created 

their terrarium with step-by-step instructions.

For distance learning, the teacher can create one or more terraria and take the measurements each day, 

allowing students to make guesses about what they will see, eliciting reasoning as to why they make those 

predictions.

Accommodations and strategies: Worksheets can be completed in partners or small groups, or individually. 

Instructions and questions can be read aloud, and students can draw pictures or answer orally.

Students should be able to make the connection between trapped sunlight, greenhouse gases, and the 

temperature of an environment. They should also be able to explain how strengthening the greenhouse 

effect will impact plants, animals, and people using “cause and effect” vocabulary. 

EXTENSIONS & 
ACCOMMODATIONS

CONCLUSIONS




