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Story

Why Pig Bristles  
Were Glued on Ants

One scientist carefully extended ants’ legs.  When something is extended, it is 
made longer.  The scientist extended the ants’ legs by gluing pig bristles on to 
them.  A bristle is a short, stiff, prickly hair.  Why would a scientist extend ants’ 
legs with pig bristles? 

The scientist was studying ants that live in the Sahara desert.  The Sahara 
desert is the largest desert in the world.  It is on the continent of Africa.  From 
east to west, it runs from the Atlantic Ocean to the Red Sea.  From north to 
south, it stretches down around 1,200 miles (1,920 km).  It gets extremely hot in 
the Sahara.  In the daytime, it gets hot enough to fry an egg on the sand.  High 
temperatures can go over 136ºF (58ºC).  On winter nights, it can get extremely 
cold.  Temperatures can fall below freezing.  

To find food, the Saharan ants have to leave their nests and travel across the 
flat desert terrain, or land.  Despite turns, twists, and terrain without landmarks, 
when it comes time for the ants to head home, they do not retrace their steps.  
They head home by the shortest possible route.  

The scientist knew that the ants used sunlight to figure out direction.  But 
direction and distance are two different things.  The scientist wanted to know 
how the ants always knew the shortest possible route.  The scientist caught 
the ants at a feeder 30 feet (9 m) away from the ants’ nest.  There, the scientist 
extended some ants’ legs.  He shortened others.  Then he observed, or watched, 
the ants returning to their nest.  The ants’ with the attached pig bristles overshot 
their nest!  They went too far!  The ants with shortened legs did not go far 
enough. 

The observations proved to the scientist that the ants had an internal pedometer.  
A pedometer keeps track of distance covered.  It keeps track by responding 
to body motion at each step.  The ants’ internal pedometer was part of their 
nervous system.  It allowed them to measure the distance.  Using their internal 
pedometer, the ants could figure out the shortest way home. 



©Teacher Created Resources, Inc.	 77	 #8028 Nonfiction Reading:  Science Gr. 5

Quiz

Why Pig Bristles  
Were Glued on Ants

	 1.	This story is mainly about

	 a	 ants. 

	 b	 the Sahara desert.

	 c	 using pig bristles.

	 d	 how ants figure out distance. 

	 2.	Sarah always seems to know what 
time to get up in the morning.  It is 
as if she has a(n) _____________ .
alarm clock. 

	 a	 bristle 

	 b	 terrain

	 c	 internal

	 d	 observation

	 3.	Think about how the word extend 
relates to shorten.  What two 
words relate in the same way?

extend : shorten

	 a	 route : way

	 b	 respond : ignore

	 c	 pedometer : step

	 d	 direction : north

	 4.	The ants’ with extended legs 
overshot their nest because 

	 a	 the sand temperature got 
extremely hot. 

	 b	 they needed to take more steps 
to get home.

	 c	 they went a greater distance 
with each step.

	 d	 they could not find their way 
without landmarks.

	 5.	What is true about the Sahara? 

	 a	 Temperatures are too extreme 
for life.

	 b	 You can fry an egg on the sand 
at night.

	 c	 It runs east to west around 
1,200 miles (1,920 km).

	 d	 It stretches from the Atlantic 
Ocean to the Red Sea. 

After reading the story, answer the questions.  
 Fill in the circle next to the correct answer.


