
 If someone asked you what makes you sick, you might answer that 
germs, bacteria, or viruses make you sick. During the early 1900s, some 

people thought an infectious disease like the flu could be caused by naked-
ness, contaminated food, irritating gases in the atmosphere, unclean cloth-
ing, open windows, closed windows, old books, dirt, dust, or supernatural 
causes.

What does cause infectious diseases? You can begin to answer this question 
with the study of microbes (MY-krobz), another word for creatures that are 
too small to be seen with the human eye. Some of these microbes cause 
diseases. In this activity, you will look for aquatic (water) microbes. You 
can see some examples of microbes in the photographs below.

What kinds of microbes can you find?CHALLENGE

laborato

r
y

Paramecium Amoeba Euglena

Green algae Nematodes Stentor

36 Looking for Signs of micro-Life         

C-27



C-28

Procedure
 1. Review the hints you developed for Microscopy Drawing from Activity 35.

 2. Clean your microscope slide and coverslip by rinsing them with water 
and gently wiping them dry. 

 3. Use the dropper in the cup containing culture to place a drop of liquid 
from that cup onto your slide. 

 4. After placing a drop of the culture liquid on the slide, add one drop of 
methyl cellulose directly on top of the first drop. Be careful not to add 
more than one drop! The methyl cellulose will slow down the movement 
of the microbes.

 5. Carefully touch one edge of the coverslip, at an angle, to the liquid 
on your slide (as shown below left). Slowly allow the coverslip to drop 
into place.

 6.  Be sure that your microscope is set on the lowest power (shortest objective) 
before placing your slide onto the microscope. Center the slide so that the 
specimen is directly over the light opening and adjust the microscope set-
tings as necessary.

Hint: To check that you are focused on the mate-
rial that is on the slide, move the slide slightly 
while you look through the eyepiece—the mate-
rial that you are focused on should move at the 
same time you move the slide.

PLACINg  
THe COVerSLIP
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For each group of four students

 1 bottle of methyl cellulose

 1  plastic cup containing at least 10 mL of culture

 1  plastic cup containing water

For each pair of students

 1 microscope slide (single depression)

 1 coverslip

 1  dropper

 1 microscope

  lens paper

For each student

 1 Student Sheet 35.3, “Microscopy Drawings” 

 1 compass

Materials
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 7. Begin by observing the sample on low power (usually the 4x objective). 
You may need to search the slide for signs of micro-life, or you may 
observe microbes moving through your field of view. 

  Hint: If material on the slide is too light to see, reduce the amount of 
light on the slide by slightly closing the diaphragm under the stage.

 8. Without moving the slide (which can be secured with stage clips), 
switch to medium power (usually 10x). Adjust the microscope settings 
as you look again for signs of micro-life.

 9. Without moving the slide, switch to high power (usually the 40x objec-
tive). Be careful not to smash the objective against the slide! Adjust the 
microscope settings as necessary. Search the slide for signs of micro-life. 
Some of the microbes may be very small, so look carefully! 

  Hint: If material on the slide is too dark to see, increase the amount of 
light on the slide: do this by slightly opening the diaphragm under the 
stage.

 10. Review “Microscopy Drawing Made Easy” on page C-24.

 11. Either on medium or high power, draw at least two microbes. 

 12. When you have completed Step 11, turn off the microscope light and set 
the microscope back to low power (usually the 4x objective).

analysis
 1. Is it possible that microbes exist that are smaller than those you 

observed? Explain how you might try to collect evidence to prove or dis-
prove your idea.

 2. Develop three rules you will use the next time you do microscopy 
 drawings. 

 3. As a scientist, you are asked to describe two of the microbes that you saw 
to someone who has never looked through a microscope. Write a short 
paragraph describing the microbes that you observed.

 4. Reflection: Imagine that you are a researcher studying microbes. 
Would you choose to study a disease-causing microbe or one that does 
not cause disease? Explain.

extension 
To examine more microbes, go to the Issues and Life Science page of the 
SEPUP website.
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