Unit R074 – How scientists use analytical
techniques to collect data
Preparing Onion Cell Slides
Instructions and answers for teachers
The activities below cover LO3: Be able to examine and record features of samples.

Associated files:
Preparing Onion Cell Slides
(activity)
Activity 1 – 1 hour–1 hour 30
minutes

This activity offers an
opportunity for English
skills development.

In preparation for this activity the teacher could carry out a demonstration of how to prepare
slides, for example onion or cheek cells, or stomatal leaf cells.
In this activity learners are given the opportunity to use their practical skills to prepare and
observe an onion cell slide using a light microscope.

Activity 1
Preparing onion cell slides is a convenient way to observe simple plant cells under the light
microscope. In this activity you are going to use your practical skills to prepare and observe
an onion cell slide using the light microscope.
Apparatus:







Light microscope with light source
Onion
Tweezers
Microscope slide
Cover slip
Iodine

Method:
1)

Collect all your apparatus (carrying the microscope carefully).

2)

Using tweezers carefully peel off a thin layer of epidermis from the onion.

3)

Lay the membrane on the microscope slide in a single flat layer.

4)

Place a very small drop of iodine on to the membrane.

5)

Carefully lower a cover slip on top of the membrane (make sure there are no air
bubbles).

6)

Place the slide on the stage of the microscope.

7)

Make sure the lowest objective lens is over the specimen.

8)

Carefully use the course focusing knob to lower the objective lens to just above the
slide.

9)

Look through the eye piece and carefully use the fine focusing knob to focus the image.

10) In the box below draw what you see through the microscope.
Under low power students should see something that looks like a brick wall. They are
unlikely to be able to identify any specific structures.
An example of an image similar to that seen by the students can be found under the ‘Plant
& Algae Cells’ section of the following web page:
http://www.scienceprofonline.com/science-image-libr/sci-image-libr-general-biologymicrographs.html

11) Carefully change the objective lens so that you are looking through a higher powered
one, you will be able to see the cells at a higher magnification. In the box below draw
what you see through the microscope.
Under high power students should be able to see more detail and identify different
structures (eg nucleus which should appear as a solid dot, cell membrane, cell wall,
cytoplasm).
An example of an image similar to that seen under the microscope is provided in
Figure 5 on the following web page:
http://cnx.org/content/m46093/latest/
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