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Captain, we’re approaching the landing site.
 

Any signs that 
we’ve been 
detected?

 

No, Captain. 
Our stealth 

mode is 
working 
perfectly.

 

Good. this is a top-secret mission to 
discover the source of the treasures in Earth’s grasslands. 

We need to learn all we can and report our findings  
to the starship.
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EARTH SCAN 10003682049

Wow! Look 
at that beautiful 

sea of grass. 
What are those 

pretty, blue 
ribbons?

Those are called streams,  
and they’re filled with what ALL 

Earthlings need: clean water. Once 
we get closer, we’ll even see  

fish and other life forms in that 
water, too.
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EARTH SCAN 10003682049

Another possible life form spotted, Captain! 
They’re large creatures, roaming on the 

ground, and they appear to be eating 
something. Our computers say they’re called 
cattle, bison, deer and pronghorn antelope.

Yes, they are all grazing animals that eat 
the tops of the grasses and then move 
along so the grasses can recover and 
regrow. They’re also leaving something 

behind, but I can’t tell from here what it is.

Once we land, 
we’ll take a 
closer look.
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EARTH SCAN 10003682050

Captain, I see other flying 
objects directly below.

Oh yes, I see them, too. 
Birds—another amazing grassland 

life form. They nest in the grass 
and help keep insects in check. This 

place has so many living treasures.

6



NOW OUR SHIP’S  
SENSORS ARE  

SAYING WE’RE FLYING 
THROUGH VERY CLEAN 
AIR THAT’S RICH WITH 

OXYGEN.

I’M NOT SURPRISED BECAUSE THE GROUND IS 
COVERED WITH GRASS AND OTHER PLANTS, 

SO THERE’S NO DUST IN THE AIR. AND ALL OF 
THOSE GRASSLAND PLANTS ARE COLLECTING 
SUNLIGHT AND CARBON DIOXIDE FROM THE 

AIR AND ARE PRODUCING PLANT SUGARS 
AND OXYGEN. IT’S CALLED 

“PHOTOSYNTHESIS.” 
WHAT A 

REMARKABLE 
PROCESS. 
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But I’m sure 
there’s more 
to the story 
than what we 

can see from up 
here, crew, and 
we’ve been sent 
here to dig deep 

and find it.

Hang on everyone. We’re coming in for a 
landing. It might get a little bumpy.
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EARTHSCAN

Nice landing, pilot. It’s  
time to do some exploring 

and learn more about  
this amazing ecosystem. 

The 
explorer 
pods are 

ready, 
Captain.

Good. Let’s mount 
up and see what we 

can learn.

Set your “shrink 
settings” to 
10, team. That 

should make us 
small enough to 
fly through the 
grass with ease. 
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Just look at all of 
those insects on the 

grass leaves and on the 
ground. Wow, there are 
even flying ones, too. 

According to my computer, many of the 
flying ones are called pollinators. They 
help the plants make seeds to feed the 
insects and animals—and to sprout and 

grow more plants. 
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What are 
these dark 
piles the 
grazing 

animals are 
leaving 
behind? 

Yes, that’s what I 
was hoping to get a 
closer look at. Oh, I 
see. It’s manure. Their 

stomachs are recycling 
the grass they’ve 

eaten so other insects 
can break down the 

nutrients to feed the 
plants again. How 

ingenious!
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Still, there’s something we’re
 not seeing. There must be something else—
something very powerful that enables this 

wonderful grassland world.

We have to go deeper and take a closer 
look. Set your shrink settings to 100. 

We’re going underground.

Wow! Look at all of the 
space here. The computer 
says this underground 

space is called “soil 
aggregation,” which 

provides space to store 
rain so the plants can 
drink when it gets dry 
and hot above ground. 

These underground 
rooms allow air to move 

through the soil, too. 
Fascinating.
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Okay, let’s follow 
these plant roots 

down through 
the soil to see 
where thEY lead 

us. Set your 
shrink  

settings to 
200. We’re  

going deeper.

Wow, what 
are all of 

these 
structures?

The 
computer says 
they’re called 

“roots.”

There seem to be as 
many roots below 

ground as there are 
plants above. What 
is their purpose?

It appears these 
roots also reach 
deep to get water 
for the plants to 

drink, and they also 
keep the plants and 

soil in place no  
matter how hard 

the wind blows. They 
sure go deep into 

the soil. Right now, 
we are 10 feet below 

the soil surface!

But I suspect 
those roots 
do more than 
what we can 
see here. Set 
your shrink 
settings to 

500 and hold 
on. We’re 

going deeper.
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Microbe Database

Captain. Over here. 
What are these 

strange things? The 
plants seem to be 

feeding them from 
their roots, and 
some of these 
creatures are 
eating each 

other.  

Yes, the database says they are called soil 
microbes. The plants feed them because the 

microbes provide the plants with nutrients the 
plants can’t get on their own. And those little 
creatures appear to be responsible for building 

the rooms we saw earlier—providing water 
storage and space for themselves. They are  

truly amazing and there are billions of them.
 

Yes, it seems those 
little microbes are 

key to powering this 
underground world—
and the life above it.
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We have discovered what 
really creates the treasures 

in the grasslands. 

The secret’s in 
the soil! 

 

Let’s get above ground 
and un-shrink. then we 
need to get back to the 
ship. We must report all 

of these discoveries 
back to the starship 

right away. 
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Now I see why Earth’s ranchers 
keep their grazing animals 

moving. They don’t over-graze 
the grasses, which allows the 
leftover plant material to feed 

the microbes, build soil health and 
help the ground soak up water.

Yes, it looks like ranchers 
who focus on soil health 

and managed grazing realize 
their stewardship is key to 
protecting the treasures in 

the grasslands. 
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No doubt the 
grasslands 
are among 

this planet’s 
most valuable 

treasures—
providing clean 

water and habitat 
for wildlife, 
livestock and 

bugs.

I think that was the most 
exciting world we’ve ever 

explored, Captain.

Indeed, it was. 
Seeing how the 

soil microbes feed 
the plants, how the 

plants feed the animals and 
insects, and how it all works 
together so beautifully—is the 

richest treasure we’ve ever 
discovered. We can’t take it 

with us, but what we’ve  
seen here is more  

valuable than gold.
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I sure hope the people of 
planet earth appreciate 

that treasure.

I do, too. It’s one of the most 
magnificent things we’ve ever 
seen. And in our travels from 
galaxy to galaxy, we’ve sure 

seen a thing or two.
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Greetings People of 
 the Earth!

I hope you have enjoyed exploring, 
discovering, coloring the grasslands’ many 
treasures, and learning along with us, how 
this remarkable ecosystem creates so many 

benefits for plants, insects, animals, ranchers 
and all of Earth’s people. 

After our great adventure, and upon returning 
to our starship, we were saddened to learn that 

many thousands of acres of grasslands are 
lost each year as some landowners plow them 
up to plant other crops. We also learned that 
some grassland acres are not properly cared 
for, leading to plants being overgrazed and to 
the growth of woody plants. These are among 
the reasons it is the most threatened ecosystem 

in North America.

But there is good news. Remember the soil 
microbes we discovered? And remember how we 

learned those tiny microbes below ground 
enable all the life above it? Well, a growing 

number of ranchers are protecting grasslands 
by managing their livestock in ways that improve 

soil health. As they improve soil health, they also 
improve the health of the plants, insects, 
livestock and wildlife, AND they improve 

water and air quality, too, all while 
growing the food we need and enjoy.

In a way you might say these ranchers 
are the real protectors of Earth’s 

grassland treasures. So, if you ever get 
a chance to meet one, be sure to tell them 

“Thank you” for all of us (including my 
Space Explorer crew and me). And thank 

YOU for learning more about this amazing 
ecosystem and for telling your family and 

friends all you have learned about the 
treasures in the grasslands.

Sincerely, 
Space Explorer Captain

P.S. To learn even more, be sure to visit the 
website www.WhereGoodThingsGrow.org.
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captain jory needs your help!  
navigate the maze to discover 
some of dakota grasslands’ 

many treasures!
start



finish



Across
4. Key element in air and water

8. Land covered with grasses

9. The smallest forms of life

10. Underground part of plants

11. Where something lives

12. Needed for life and health

13. Soil that is rich with life

14. Caring for something

Down
1. Bodily waste from animals

2. How plants use sunlight to survive and grow 

3. A community of living things

5. Creates water and air space for plants in soil

6. Bug

7. Insect that helps plants reproduce

1 2

3

4

5 6

7 8

9

10

11 12

13

14

directions
captain jory is on the hunt for earth’s soil 
secrets.  use the clues below and complete the 
crossword to help the captain on his journey. 
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Grassland Discovery

Across
4. Key element in air and water

8. Land covered with grasses

9. The smallest forms of life

10. Underground part of plants

11. Where something lives

12. Needed for life and health

13. Soil that is rich with life

14. Caring for something

Down
1. Bodily waste from animals

2. How plants use sunlight to live and grow

3. A community of living things

5. Creates water and air space for plants in soil

6. Bug

7. Insects that help plants reproduce
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www.wheregoodthingsgrow.org
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