Name Date

Burrs and a Big Idea

Read the text. Level 1 - 338 words

1

Look at your shoes, your jacket, or your backpack. You might find a strap that closes

with a scratchy sound. One side is covered with tiny hooks. The other side is covered

with tiny loops. Press them together, and they stick. Pull, and they come apart with a
loud rip. This handy fastener was invented because of a walk with a dog.

In the 1940s, an engineer from Switzerland named George de Mestral went for a
walk in the countryside with his dog. An engineer is a person who uses science and
math to design and build things.

When they got home, he noticed that burrs were stuck all over his pants and his
dog’s fur. Burrs are the prickly seed cases of some plants. He had to pick them off
one by one. They clung so tightly that he began to wonder why they stuck so well.

He looked at a burr under a microscope. Up close, he saw that it was covered with
hundreds of tiny hooks. The hooks caught on anything with loops, like the threads of
cloth or the hairs of an animal. That is how burrs travel. They hitch a ride on animals
and drop off far away, where their seeds can grow.

De Mestral had an idea. What if people could make a fastener that worked like a
burr? One strip would have tiny hooks, and the other strip would have tiny loops.

Making it was not easy. He worked on it for years and tried different materials.
Cotton wore out too quickly. Finally, he found that nylon, a strong material made in
factories, worked best. The hooks held tight, and the strips could be opened and
closed again and again.

Today, hook-and-loop fasteners are everywhere. They hold shoes on feet, close bags,
and keep blood pressure cuffs in place at the doctor’s office. Astronauts have even
used them to keep small things from floating away inside spacecraft. And it all
started with a walk, a dog, and a few sticky burrs.
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Name Date

Burrs and a Big Idea: Questions

Answer the questions about the text.

@ What made de Mestral look closely at burrs?

a. His shoes came loose.
b. Burrs stuck to him.
c. A friend dared him.

@ Find a word in paragraph 2 that names a person who uses science and math to design
and build things.

@ Under the microscope, the burr was covered with tiny hooks. true false

According to paragraph 4, how do burrs help plants?

a. They spread seeds. b. They scare animals. c. They hold water.

Number the events in the order they happened.

: He finds burrs stuck to his pants and his dog’s fur.
: He looks at a burr under a microscope.

: De Mestral takes a walk with his dog.

: He finds that nylon works best.

@ Explain how the invention works like a burr. Use details from paragraphs 4 and 5.
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Answer key For the teacher or parent

Burrs and a Big Idea: Questions

Answer the questions about the text.

@ What made de Mestral look closely at burrs?

a. His shoes came loose.
(b. Burrs stuck to him.)
c. A friend dared him.

@ Find a word in paragraph 2 that names a person who uses science and math to design
and build things.

engineer

@ Under the microscope, the burr was covered with tiny hooks. false

According to paragraph 4, how do burrs help plants?

(a. They spread seeds.)  b. They scare animals. c. They hold water.

Number the events in the order they happened.

2 | He finds burrs stuck to his pants and his dog’s fur.
3 | He looks at a burr under a microscope.

1 | De Mestral takes a walk with his dog.

L4 | He finds that nylon works best.

@ Explain how the invention works like a burr. Use details from paragraphs 4 and 5.

A burr has tiny hooks that catch on loops in cloth or fur. The fastener works the

same way: one strip has tiny hooks that catch on the tiny loops of the other strip.
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