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Learning From Tree Rings

Based on the presentation and lecture by Nicole Davi on December 13, 2003 I’ve learned that tree rings are an interesting, hands-on science theme for young students.  Mentioned throughout the lecture is the observation of tree rings and learning about the facts they can tell.  The presentation was geared towards older students from upper elementary through high school.  My goal with this report is to provide early elementary school teachers resources and activities that correlate with and compliment Nicole Davi’s tree ring presentation.  


A simple tree ring activity is to locate an older tree (fallen tree) in which several tree rings are visible and allow students to observe and sketch the sample.  On their sketch students can label and count each ring. Although, you cannot scientifically tell a trees age by the number of tree rings you can compare an older tree (more rings) to a very young tree (few rings).   Young students love learning BIG words. Teach them this one! The study of the rings of trees is called dendrochronology. 
An extension activity would be to learn about the two parts to an annual ring – a light portion and a darker portion. The light section is called springwood. This part of the ring is usually widest because the tree does most of its growing then. The darker part, summerwood, is thinner. The tree’s growth slows down, hence a thinner band. The more optimal the growing season is, the greater distance between rings.
Another extension activity would be to bore a tree.  The most popular way is to use a boring bar, a tool that takes a core sample from the tree. It looks like a long thin plug when it is removed from the tree. By counting the rings on the core, you can estimate the age of the tree.
There are many additional activities that you can do with your students that extend from the tree ring topic.  Simple activities such as collecting leaves, counting, making patterns, making crayon rubbings and sorting are great skill based activities for young students.  Students can also sketch the different types of trees they see around their house and/or school and then try to research the name of it based on its characteristics.  Students also love to learn about the life cycle of a tree during the different seasons as well as the animals that utilize trees.  

Here are lists of books that are appropriate for primary grades:

A Tree Is Nice Author: Janice May Udry 1987

Why are trees nice? This 1956 Caldecott Award winner gives some reasons, from making shade to growing fruit
Mighty Tree Author: Dick Gackenbach 1996

Three seeds grow into three beautiful trees, all the same kind. One tree is cut and used for many useful things, the second becomes a Christmas tree, and the third still stands in the woods, where it is home and shelter for living things.

Life In A Tree Author: Melvin Berger 1997 

A nice match to students' investigations, clear photos and simple text describe the animals that live in all parts of the tree, from its upper branches to under the ground.


Sky Tree Author: Thomas Locker 1995

A unique resource - Lyrical text describes full page paintings of a single tree as seen throughout the seasons and in various weather conditions. A question for each page invites students to explore how the painting evokes different moods and feelings. Notes are provided to help teachers guide students in connecting art and science.
The Tremendous Tree Book Author: Barbara Brenner and May Garelick 1998 What are trees? How do they grow? How can you tell them apart? How are they useful? Basic information is imparted with a fun, rhythmic writing style and simple, bright paper-cut illustrations.

Some helpful websites for teachers are:

http://www.enchantedlearning.com/themes/plants.shtml Make pinecone bird feeders, make twig picture frames, find tree-anatomy coloring pages, read the story of Johnny Appleseed, and discover many Arbor Day activities appropriate for K–3.

http://enature.com/ This site features complete field guides to animals and plants. The regional search feature allows you to find species in your region.

http://www.fs.fed.us/news/fallcolors/ The U.S. Forest Service site provides information on fall foliage hotspots, state color reports, and live web-cam sites from around the country. Also provided are many non–Forest Service website links for family activities, crafts, games, and science activities.

http://www.arborday.org/trees/treeid.cfm?CFID=175229&CFTOKEN=47454944 A very simple guide to common trees of eastern, central, and western United States, created by the National Arbor Day Foundation.

