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Little Bluestem 
 

Measure and compare grass varieties. 

 

OBJECTIVES 
Students will: 

1. recognize Little Bluestem as the state grass of Kansas 

2. measure the plant and root system of two varieties of grass 

 

 

MATERIALS FROM THE TRUNK 
Graphic 

 #15 – Little Bluestem Profile 

Worksheet 

 #8 - Little Bluestem 

 

 

 

OTHER MATERIALS 
 Ruler or measuring device that can be used to measure up to 5’ 

 Tape to mark measurements on a wall 

 Natural colored string 

 Green yarn 

 Sheet of paper 9 – 10 feet long and a place to hang it. 

 Colors or markers for students to color the worksheet 

 

 

TEACHER PREPARATION 
 Photocopy worksheet  #8, one per student 

 

 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
Little Bluestem was named the state grass of Kansas on July 1, 2010.  “The grass 

known as Little Bluestem (schizachyrium scoparium) is hereby designated as and 

declared to be the official grass of the state of Kansas.”   

 

Kansas is a grassland, or prairie, ecosystem and Little Bluestem is a native grass found 

in every Kansas county.  A good grass cover affords protection from wind erosion.  It 

helps to absorb the rain, thus recharging the ground water supply.  It holds the winter 

snow to blanket the hills.  Little Bluestem accomplishes all of these.  Once, it was the 

most abundant grass on the plains.  Historically Little Bluestem was grazed by herds 

of bison, elk and other wildlife.  More recently it provides food for Kansas cattle both 
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as grass to graze and as hay.  Its seeds are eaten by songbirds and upland game birds, 

and the plants provide cover for ground birds and small mammals. 

 

Little Bluestem has much to offer.  It is a medium height grass growing 2 to 5 feet tall.  

It is a bunch grass which propagates by root, seed and tillers.  The roots of Little 

Bluestem can grow 5 to 8 feet into the soil.  Its dense root system allows it to grow in 

the poorest roughest ground and to pull water from several feet underground.  Little 

Bluestem is very resistant to drought which allows it to survive during seasons when 

other grasses might disappear.  One acre of Little Bluestem can produce ¾ to 2 tons of 

forage. 

 

 

VOCABULARY 

Root The roots of the grasses explored in this lesson grow below the surface of the 

soil.  They serve four functions:  absorbing water and nutrients, anchoring the 

plant to the ground, storing nutrients, and reproduction. 

 

Tiller A stem produced after the initial parent shoot grows from a seed.  Tillering 

allows a plant to produce multiple stems starting from a single seedling.  This 

provides for the formation of dense tufts and multiple seed heads. 

 

 

ACTIVITY 
1) Introduce Little Bluestem as a native prairie grass and the state grass of Kansas.   Ask 

students to share what they know about grass.  Discussion should include that grass 

needs both sunlight and water to grow and that part of a grass plant grows above the 

ground where we can see it and part of the it (the roots) grow below the ground where 

we cannot see it. 

 

 Initiate a discussion about why grass is so important to Kansas that a state grass was 

chosen.  Discussion should include both contemporary and historic uses.  Examples 

include grazing for both wild and domestic animals such as bison, cattle, deer, and elk; 

cutting for hay; building materials for American Indians (grass lodges and earth 

lodges) and settlers (sod houses); food for birds; and cover for birds and small 

mammals. 

 

 

2) Share graphic #15, Little Bluestem Comparison with the class.  Explain that the grass 

on the left is Kentucky Bluegrass, a common grass grown in residential yards.  It isn’t 

native to Kansas, but it is a grass that is planted in many places.  The grass on the right 

is Little Bluestem, a native prairie grass and the state grass of Kansas.  A native grass 

is one that grew in Kansas before people started to bring in seeds of other grasses or 

plants to grow.  It is “from” Kansas.   
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Ask students to compare the two types of grasses and note the similarities and 

differences between them.  Answers should include the plant height and root length, 

roots are below ground and the plant above ground, and the length of the roots vs. the 

height for each plant.  (Note that this diagram does show the maximum height or 

length.) 

 Kentucky Bluegrass grows from 1-3 feet tall with roots 6-8 inches long. 

 Little Bluestem grows from 2-5 feet tall with roots 5-8 feet long. 

 

3) Using graphic #15, Little Bluestem Profile, have students measure the length of the 

roots and the height of the grass for both Kentucky Bluegrass and Little Bluestem.   

 

Use a piece of paper 9 to 10 feet long to recreate the actual measurements. 

 Starting at the bottom edge of the paper measure the length of Little 

Bluestem’s roots. 

 Draw a line across the paper at this point to represent the surface of the soil. 

 Use the natural colored string and tape to add some “roots” to the paper.  

(Little Bluestem is a bunch grass so all the roots should begin from one 

location at soil’s surface). 

 Starting from the line drawn to represent the soil’s surface, measure the 

length of the Kentucky Bluegrass roots.  Use natural colored string to recreate 

these roots on the paper.  (Kentucky Bluegrass is not a bunch grass so the 

roots can go across the width of your illustration of this grass like in the 

picture.) 

 Explain that two of the main functions of the roots are to absorb water and 

nutrients from the ground (to feed and water the plant) and to anchor it to the 

ground. 

 Starting at ground level measure the height of  the Little Bluestem plant, and 

use the green yarn and tape to create the “grass” on the paper.  (Since this is a 

bunch grass all the blades of grass should come out of the ground at the same 

point the roots meet the ground. 

 Starting at the ground level measure the height of the Kentucky Bluegrass 

and use green yarn and tape to illustrate the height of this grass.  (This is not 

a bunch grass so the blades of grass will come up from the ground evenly 

across the area where the roots meet the ground.) 

 Hang the paper from the wall with the bottom edge touching the floor. 

 

4) Discuss ways that Little Bluestem is adapted to its environment.  Review the purpose 

of roots. 

 Dodge City, Kansas is the windiest city in the United States.  The roots of 

which of these grasses would anchor it to the ground better in Dodge City?   

 Much of Kansas is known for receiving little rain.  Which grass’s root system 

is better designed for pulling as much water as possible from the ground?  

Which grass is better suited for the amount of water it will get in Kansas? 

 Kentucky Bluegrass does not like hot weather.  Little Bluestem doesn’t mind 
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the heat.  Which grass is better suited to Kansas summer’s? 

 Little Bluestem is a native grass.  Native grasses have very deep roots so they can 

survive times when we have hot temperatures and little rain, they provide erosion 

control, and they can grow on poor soils since their deep roots help them reach 

nutrients deep in the soil.  Little Bluestem also grows in every county in Kansas. 

 

 

5) Hand out workhseet #8, Little Bluestem for students to color. 


