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SUBJECTS:  Science, Math, Art.

SUGGESTED TIME:   Two class periods. 

MATERIALS:

From the trunk:  For each student: a sunflower seed in its shell, photo of petroglyphs. For each group of 
4 – 6 students: one small cup. 

From the teacher:  pencil, drawing or copy paper.

BACKGROUND: 

Scientific drawing is about recording accurate infor-
mation, whereas artistic drawing is often creative 
and expressive. Learning to draw an object takes 
practice just like practicing a musical instrument. 
You have to look closely to make an accurate copy. 
This is an important skill for scientists of all kinds. 
The trick is to look closely at one part of the whole 
and then draw. Go back and look at the next section, 
and draw it. This is called, “Look - draw, look - draw”. 
Counting things like the lines on a sunflower seed 
or the fingers on a petroglyph figure is another 
important technique. When drawing a figure on a 
background like a rock panel, it is helpful to pencil 
lightly a vertical and horizontal line in the center of 
the paper so that the figure size and location can be determined. Even young children have success with 
this method. Use the following activity before you ask the students to draw any petroglyphs or after Unit 
5. Introduction to Petroglyphs and Pictographs, (5 - 1).

UNIT 6: DRAW LIKE A SCIENTIST 

✔     Students will develop observational skills. 

✔     Students will be able to draw accurately. 

✔     Students will develop a sense of pride in their ability
to draw.

✔     Students will understand the concept of scale.

OBJECTIVES
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 1.   Discuss the fact that it is important for scientists and people recording petroglyphs to draw 
accurately. It is also important to understand the concept of scale. When drawing the sunflow-
er seed they will enlarge their drawing, but when they draw a petroglyph they will probably 
reduce the image. 

 2.   Demonstrate the “look - draw” method of scientific drawing using 
a sunflower seed. Tell the students to make many drawings of the 
seed for practice. This is similar to the practice of showing your 
work in math. The students will be able to see their own progress.

 3.   Tell the students they will be working with a sunflower seed. They 
must not eat it because it came from bird seed and is not clean. You 
will be collecting them after the activity. Pass out to each student 
one sunflower seed and pencil. Remind them to take their time and 
draw one small section at a time. At the end of the activity they 
will play a game to see how closely they observed. You may wish to 
review the shape of the seed, the differences in stripes and differ-
ences in the back and front of the seed.

 4.   Students should draw as many pictures as they wish in order to 
practice.  Have students come up to your desk with their seed and 
drawing or walk around to each student. Praise them for the parts 
of the drawing that they did well and then give suggestions on how 
to improve the drawing. The student may then draw another 
picture.

MATH EXTENSION:  Ask the students to draw their seed the size of the paper and then figure out how 
much they enlarged it. Students may choose to lay the seed on the drawing and move it a length at a time, 
while marking each move with a dot. Counting the dots will give the number of times that they enlarged 
their drawing. Other students may want to figure it out mathematically by using a centimeter ruler and 
computation. Collect the seeds and share roasted seeds to eat (optional).

Activity 1: Setting the Stage
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Student scientific drawing 
of sunflower seeds

 

 
Student scientific drawing 

of petroglyph
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 1.   The petroglyphs on Mesa Prieta were pecked into the black patina of the basalt boulders. The 
underlying rock is gray. When drawing petroglyphs on white paper, it is sometimes difficult to 
tell which part is pecked out. Demonstrate on the board that the lines of the petroglyphs are 
often thick and should be drawn using double lines. Demonstrate how to use dots or shading 
to show the pecked area. Point out that the lines of the petroglyph on the rock are light, but 
on the paper they are dark from the pencil. This is called a negative image. Be sure to count 
things like the number of fingers, feathers or lines in order to be very accurate.

 2.   Pass out photos of petroglyphs and new drawing paper. Ask the students to draw petroglyphs 
carefully using the look - draw method. They will be practicing the drawing of petroglyphs in 
preparation for their trip to the Mesa. They should take their time and draw as carefully as 
possible.

EXTENSION:  With a pencil or permanent marker, 
draw a petroglyph design on a broken piece of gourd, 
leather or light wood. Drill holes for yarn, leather 
thong or string. Wear around the neck.

ASSESSMENT:  Have the students use their sunflower 
seed to do the following assessment.  Ask students to 
write a short paragraph describing their specimen. As-
sess student observational skills based on how many 
descriptive words, both quantitative and qualitative, 
they used in their paragraph.

Activity 2
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Look-drawing from a photograph

Unit 6: Draw Like a Scientist




