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How does a plant stem work?  
 
Tips and advice before the experiment:  
This science project can get a little bit messy with the food coloring. We recommend wearing 
gloves provided and putting on an old t-shirt that you do not mind getting dirty! The best place 
to do this experiment would be on a table with something placed underneath to prevent any 
staining! 
 

For more information on how to use this kit, check out the video on the Broomfield CSU 
Extension YouTube page or website (broomfield.extension.colostate.edu). 

 

 
What you need:  

- Blue food coloring  
- Paper towel  
- Plastic cup  
- Gloves  

 

Supplies not provided: 
- Water  
- A t-shirt (optional)  
- Celery stalk with leaves (optional)  
- Plastic bag, newspaper, or paper towel 

to put down on table (optional)  
 

 

Paper towels use the same CAPILLARY ACTION as plant stems! 

1. Lay down a plastic bag,  newspaper, or paper towel on a table. Then put on gloves and 
remove supplies from the plastic cup. Take out the food coloring 
and paper towel and put them to the side.  

 
2. Fill up your plastic cup with water to the second line on the 

bottom of the cup and then add a few drops of food coloring to 
your water.  

 
3. Take your paper towel and make sure it is folded like a hotdog 

and rolled up to look like a stem.  
 

4. Carefully place your paper towel in the cup and wait 10 minutes 
to 20 minutes. 
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How does a plant stem work?  
 

Try it with celery! 

1. Lay down a plastic bag or newspaper on a table. Then put on 

gloves and remove supplies. 

2. Have an adult cut the tip of the bottom of the celery stalk off. 

Then add water to your cup to about the second line on the 

bottom and added a few drops of food coloring  

3. Place your celery stick with the cut part facing downwards. 

Wait for about an hour. (the longer you wait the more 

effective it is!)  

4. After waiting carefully take out your celery from the cup and 

place it on the material that prevents any spills and then open 

up the celery with your hands or have an adult cut it open. 

What do you see?   

 

Quick lesson after your results! 
What do you notice? Is the water traveling up the paper towel? Or is it staying at the bottom 
of the cup?  
The paper towel acts like a stem by drawing water up and 
distributing it to different areas. In a stem there are tiny tubes 
inside called xylem. They act like a straw in a process called 
capillary action. Water can do this because it’s sticky! Not sticky 
like glue, but sticky like the droplets that stick to your fingers 
after you wash your hands. Water sticks to the walls of a tube 
and starts to inch upward. It also sticks to itself, so it pulls more 
water after it as it climbs.  
 
Gradually, capillary action 
lets water climb up to all the 
different parts of a plant 
through the xylem tubes. 
 
 


