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Nature’s Secret Languages: How Plants and Animals 
Communicate 

Plants can communicate in two different ways: chemical and electrical 
signals. 

When a caterpillar bites a leaf, it releases glutamate, and the glutamate 
helps trigger a wave of calcium ions. The calcium ions warn other parts of 
the plant to defend themselves from the danger. 

Volatile organic compounds (VOCs) are a special set of chemicals that 
warn other parts of the plant and other plants about dangers nearby. 

One type of VOC chemical is called methyl jasmonate, which is produced 
in injured plants. Methyl jasmonate warns other plants and helps them 
create defense systems. Sometimes the plant thickens its leaves, and 
guard cells close the pores and make chemicals that taste bad. 

Animals usually communicate with their own species, but sometimes they 
warn other species. Animals communicate using signals like visual, 
touch-based, and sound-based. For example, peacocks display their 
colorful feathers to attract females. Dogs use nudging and rubbing to get 
attention. Whales use songs to keep in touch with other whales. Two 
scientists even tried to teach a chimpanzee sign language. The 
chimpanzee's name was Washoe. Whenever Washoe was around, the 
scientists used sign language so that Washoe got used to it. The scientists 
claimed that Washoe learned about 350 American Sign Language words. 
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