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Pollination and Seed Dispersal – notes for teachers 
 
Introduction 
The flowering plants are perhaps the most important part of life on this planet; they are the origin 
for all energy and nutrient cycles through supplying food for a huge range of animals, and most of 
them use mobile flower visitors to complete their reproduction. It is thought that 85-90% of all 
flowering plants rely on animals to accomplish the process of pollination. Plants are the basis of all 
food chains, and the growth of future plant generations is ensured by animal pollinators; in turn, 
the new plants provide food for other animals. Overall biodiversity is dependent on healthy 
pollinator communities that are critical in natural ecosystems. Pollinators are also vital to the 
agricultural systems that humans rely on; one in every three mouthfuls of food that we eat comes 
from animal-pollinated crops.  
 
Pollination 
Pollination is achieved through the deposition of pollen (the male reproductive element) onto the 
stigma (the female part of a flower). A plant cannot move, so needs pollen to be brought to the 
flower by a mobile visitor, usually an animal of some sort, although water or wind can also carry 
pollen. 
As many as 250,000 types of animal regularly visit flowers, 10% of these are bees – frequently the 
key pollinators as they must visit flowers to successfully complete their life cycles. With flowering 
plants numbering nearly 400,000 species, animal pollination is critical; whilst a small proportion of 
plants are pollinated by vertebrates (especially birds and bats in the tropics), by far the most 
important pollinators are insects. Bees, flies, butterflies and moths, beetles, and wasps represent 
the most regular flower visitors; most of these potential pollinators go to flowers for food, feeding 
on nectar and on occasion, pollen.  
 

 
 
Terms 

• Hermaphrodite – a flower with both male and female reproductive parts; this is the case for 
the great majority of flowering plants.  

• Stamen – the male reproductive part of a flower, comprising filament and anther. 
• Filament – the stalk of the stamen. 
• Anther – the tip of the stamen which produces the pollen. 
• Pollen – the ‘microspores’ of the plant. Pollen is often covered in a sticky layer to help it 

attach to a visitor and is also a source of flower scent. 
• Carpel – the female reproductive part of a flower, comprising ovary, style and stigma. 
• Ovary – swollen base of the carpel, contains the ovules (eggs). 
• Style – often elongated portion of the carpel between ovary and stigma. 



• Stigma – the receptive tip of the style that receives pollen, often sticky. 
• Fertilization – occurs in the ovary when the pollen grain (which forms a pollen tube to grow 

down the style) fuses with an ovule.  
 
Seed dispersal 
After pollination occurs and the seed develops, often covered by fleshy fruit, the next stage of a 
plant’s life that requires movement is the dispersal of the seeds, the spread or transfer from the 
parent plant. This transport can be carried out by living things; many types of ant collect seeds and 
birds and mammals often feed on the fruit surrounding the seed, moving the seed on as a ‘waste 
product’ to a new location where they start to grow their own package of fertilizer (poo!). Other 
mechanisms of seed dispersal are: - 

• Gravity – the seed simply falls to the ground beneath the parent plant. 
• Water – some seeds are carried by water in streams and rivers, especially after heavy rains 

and floods. Coconuts are the seeds of certain tropical palm trees and can float for 
thousands of miles between islands before settling to begin life. 

• Ballistic – quite rare. Some seeds ‘explode’ from the parent plant, usually after being 
touched or shaken. 

• Wind – much more commonly, plants use the wind to disperse their seeds. This can either 
be just through floating to the ground, or moving greater distances through the action of 
various ‘wings’, bristles and feathery projections (e.g. dandelions) that aid flight. 

 
The video 

• 0.35-2.06 Bees visiting flowers. Bees go to flowers to get nectar for energy and collect 
pollen for their offspring; female bees lay an egg on a mixture of nectar and pollen – called 
bee ‘bread’ – in their nest and the growing larva feeds on this mixture. 

• 0.40-0.50 A honeybee visiting a crocus - this bee has collected the pollen from the plant 
and from its body hairs and packed them into special structures on the hind legs called 
pollen ‘baskets’. 

• 1.04 A bumblebee visiting a foxglove – note the pale patch of pollen on the back of the 
bee’s head; pollen sticks to the hairs on different parts of a bee’s body. See the spots on 
the foxglove flower – these help guide the bee in to find the nectar.  

• 1.28 Pollen is carried on the underside of the bee’s abdomen as it visits a thistle.  
• 1.44 An unusual type of pollination; the flower is a lupin and many species in this family 

(which includes peas and beans) are pollinated by the bee pushing down on the petals that 
form a ‘landing platform’ and the pollen is placed on the bee’s underside (see animation).  

• 2.21-3.00 Butterflies are also important pollinators and visit flowers to drink nectar, picking 
up pollen by accident and delivering it the next flower they go to. 

• At 3.01, the 2 roles of wind – dispersing pollen and seeds - in the life of a plant begin. The 
first three parts show pollen being picked up by the wind in grasses, plantains and catkins; 
plants and trees with very small pollen grains often rely on the wind to spread their pollen 
e.g. pine trees.  

• From 3.22, wind is an important way to disperse seeds; many seeds have adaptations to 
help them drift long distances in the wind e.g. the wings of ‘helicopter’ (sycamore) seeds 
and feathery parachutes (see animation).    

 
From flowers to food 
Pollination is vital for the future health of the planet and the food security and sustainability of 
humans. Although the production volume of wind-pollinated crops (e.g. cereal crops) outweighs 
that of animal-pollinated crops, at least 800 cultivated plants worldwide rely on animal pollinators, 
including diverse foods such as cocoa, carrots, avocado, peanut, tomato, potato, coffee and tea. 
  
Orchards are common features in Kent; they are farmed areas that are very useful for animals 
(food, habitats, nesting places) and man (crop production). Insects visit and pollinate the flowers of 
fruit trees and this produces many tasty foods - apples, pears, plums, strawberries, blackcurrants 



and cherries on local farms, and many more such as oranges and lemons elsewhere in the world. 
Pollination of food crops is of great economic value to man – managed honeybees and wild 
insects (other bees, flies, moths and beetles) are worth £690 million every year as pollinators of 
fruit and vegetables in Britain. 
 

 
 

Threats to pollinators 
In recent decades, there has been evidence for widespread declines in pollinators throughout the 
planet. The loss of insects has been recorded in Europe and North America, with particular 
concern for bees, flies and other insect pollinators. The causes of the declines include: - 

• Habitat destruction and fragmentation 
• Effects of intensive agriculture – includes loss of hedgerows and wildflower field margins, 

use of chemical pesticides, over-grazing by livestock. 
• Invasive species and disease 

 
Save our pollinators! 
Even small measures can help pollinating insects thrive; attracting bees and butterflies to a garden 
or school grounds can contribute to saving our pollinators. 
 
See the following links for ideas: - 
 
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/wildlife-and-wild-places/saving-species/save-bees-and-pollinators 
 
https://www.rspb.org.uk/get-involved/activities/give-nature-a-home-in-your-garden/garden-
activities/growflowersthatbeeslove/ 
 
https://www.rhs.org.uk/science/conservation-biodiversity/wildlife/plants-for-pollinators 
 
https://www.buglife.org.uk/activities-for-you/children-and-schools/b-lines-school-pack 
 
Ó Countrywide Productions 2020 
 
 


