
Name Date

Giant of the Desert
Read the text. Level 2 · 394 words

1 In the hot, dry Sonoran Desert of southern Arizona and northwestern Mexico, a giant 
stands with its arms raised toward the sky. It is a saguaro (suh-WAH-roh) cactus, the 
largest cactus in the United States.

A Slow Start
2 A saguaro begins as a tiny black seed. Most seeds never sprout. The few that do often 

start life in the shade of a nurse tree, a bigger plant that protects the young cactus from 
the hot sun.

3 Saguaros grow very slowly. After ten years, a saguaro may be only an inch or two tall. 
Many saguaros do not grow their first arm until they are 50 to 70 years old, and some 
never grow arms at all. But a saguaro can live for more than 150 years and grow taller 
than 40 feet.

Built to Store Water
4 A saguaro’s stem has long folds called pleats. They work like the folds of an accordion. 

After a heavy rain, the pleats spread out as the cactus fills with water. A large saguaro 
full of water can weigh more than a ton! In the dry months, the cactus uses its stored 
water, and the pleats slowly fold back together.

5 The roots help, too. Most of them lie only a few inches under the ground, but they 
spread out far in every direction. That way, they can soak up rainwater quickly, before 
the hot sun dries it up.

6 Sharp spines cover the saguaro. They protect it from thirsty animals that might bite into 
it for water. The spines also shade the stem a little.

A Home and a Meal
7 In late spring, white flowers bloom at the tips of the stem and arms. Each flower opens 

at night and closes the next afternoon. Bats, birds, and bees sip the sweet nectar, a 
sugary liquid inside the flower. As they feed, they carry pollen from flower to flower, 
which helps the cactus make seeds. Later, the flowers turn into red fruit that birds and 
other animals love to eat.

8 Gila woodpeckers peck holes in the stem to make nests. The cactus grows a hard lining 
around each hole so it does not lose water. When the woodpeckers move out, other 
birds, such as tiny elf owls, may move in. A saguaro is more than a plant. It is a water 
tank, a restaurant, and an apartment building for the desert!
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Giant of the Desert: Questions
Answer the questions about the text.

1 Find the two words in paragraph 2 that name a bigger plant that shades a young 
cactus.

2 Find a word in paragraph 4 that names the folds in a saguaro’s stem.

3 What happens to the pleats after a heavy rain?

They fall off. They spread out. They turn red.

4 Saguaros grow quickly, so a ten-year-old saguaro is very tall. true false

5 Why do saguaro roots spread out just under the ground?

a. to feed the birds b. to scare animals c. to soak up rain fast

6 In paragraph 7, what is nectar?

a. a hard lining b. a fold in the stem c. a sweet liquid

7 The end of paragraph 8 calls the saguaro a “restaurant.” Which detail explains why?

a. It feeds animals. b. It stores water. c. Birds nest in it.

8 Summarize the section “Built to Store Water” in two sentences.
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Answer key For the teacher or parent

Giant of the Desert: Questions
Answer the questions about the text.

1 Find the two words in paragraph 2 that name a bigger plant that shades a young 
cactus.

nurse tree

2 Find a word in paragraph 4 that names the folds in a saguaro’s stem.

pleats

3 What happens to the pleats after a heavy rain?

They fall off. They spread out. They turn red.

4 Saguaros grow quickly, so a ten-year-old saguaro is very tall. true false

5 Why do saguaro roots spread out just under the ground?

a. to feed the birds b. to scare animals c. to soak up rain fast

6 In paragraph 7, what is nectar?

a. a hard lining b. a fold in the stem c. a sweet liquid

7 The end of paragraph 8 calls the saguaro a “restaurant.” Which detail explains why?

a. It feeds animals. b. It stores water. c. Birds nest in it.

8 Summarize the section “Built to Store Water” in two sentences.

A saguaro’s pleats spread out to store water after a rain, and its shallow roots

soak up rain quickly. Its spines protect the water from animals.
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