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CREATING LIFE 
IN THE LAB

STUDENT WORKSHEET

INTRODUCTION

In the Searching series video clip you just watched as a class, Dr. Alan Lightman visits the laboratory of 
Nobel-prize winning biologist Dr. Jack Szostak, where a team of scientists seek to understand the origin of 
life. The first living organisms on Earth were most likely extremely tiny single cells called microorganisms. 
In this lesson, you will observe and identify the various parts of living paramecia, among the first 
microorganisms to be seen with the first microscopes. 

OBJECTIVE

In this lesson, you will prepare a slide and observe living paramecia under the microscope, identifying the 
various parts of a paramecium and their functions. After the lab, you will reflect on your observations and 
discuss what properties a thing must have to be considered “alive.”

 
ACTIVITY 1: OBSERVING A PARAMECIUM

MATERIALS
•	 Glass slide

•	 Cover slip	

•	 Quieting/slowing solution (Protoslo®, methyl cellulose, etc.)

•	 Toothpick

•	 Pipette

•	 Sample of living paramecia

•	 Microscope

•	 Pencil 

PROCEDURE

1.	 Prepare the slide.
	 a.	Place a drop of quieting solution onto the center of a clean glass slide.
	 b.	�Using a toothpick, spread the quieting solution around the middle of the slide so that it forms  

a thin layer.
	 c. 	�Using a clean transfer pipette, place a drop of water containing paramecia onto the center of the 

slide, directly on top of the quieting solution. 
	 d.	Carefully cover the sample with a clean cover slip.			 
	 e.	Secure the slide under the microscope.

2.	 Adjust the microscope.
a. Start at 4x magnification and adjust the height to bring the image into focus.
b. Adjust the position of the slide to locate a paramecium.
c. �Once you have located a paramecium, increase the magnification to 40x and bring the image into 

focus again.
3. 	 Observe the paramecium.



2

CREATING LIFE IN THE LABSTUDENT WORKSHEET

DRAW A PARAMECIUM

1.	 Sketch the paramecium you have located. Don’t forget the details! 
 
 

2.	 How does the paramecium you see in the microscope compare to this photograph? 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________
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3.	� On your sketch on the previous page,  

label the parts of the paramecium  
based on this diagram: 

 
 
 
 
4.	� Observe your paramecium in the microscope closely. Use your observations and the diagram above to 

answer the following questions.

	 a.	 What is the function of the cilia?

		  ______________________________________________________________________________________________

	 b.	 What is the function of the cell membrane (the outer boundary of the paramecium)?

		  ______________________________________________________________________________________________

	 c.	 What is the function of the macronucleus?

		  ______________________________________________________________________________________________

	 d.	 What is the function of the food vacuoles?

		  ______________________________________________________________________________________________

	 e.	 What is the function of the contractile vacuoles?

		  ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 	

	 f.	 How does the paramecium move about?

		  ______________________________________________________________________________________________

	 g.	 How does the paramecium get food?

		  ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 	

	 h.	 How does the paramecium reproduce?

		  ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 	
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REFLECT

Using the questions below to guide your thoughts, reflect upon your experience during this lab. Jot down any 
thoughts in the space below and prepare to share your thoughts in a group discussion.

1.	 What is the definition of life? How do we determine if something is alive?

2.	 �Do you think that life could have originated on early Earth, by itself, with only the chemicals that were 

present? If not, explain your reason.

3.	 �Do you think that living creatures are made of the same material as non-living things? 	

If not, what is the additional part of living creatures? 

4.	 Do you think that your body is made only of material atoms and molecules? If so, why do you 	

think that? If not, what additional non-material substance is your body made of?

5.	 Do you think that scientists should try to create life from scratch in the laboratory? 	

Explain your answer.


