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Big idea
Gather around and 
read the story of a tree! 
Count the annual rings 
to see how old it is, learn 
about changes in the 
environment where it 
was growing and when 
it had slow growing 
year, or a giant growth 
spurt – just like people!

You will need 
WHAT WE GAVE YOU:
• Tree Ring poster
• 5 tree rounds
• 5 hand lenses
• paper plates
• markers
• Reading Trees 

instruction sheet

STUFF YOU PROVIDE:
• optional: easel to 

display Tree Ring 
poster

Set it up
Lay out the tree rounds and hand lenses on the table - spaced out 
to allow multiple participants to join. Place the Tree Ring poster 
either in the middle of the table, or on an easel so everyone can see 
it. Place the markers and plates on the table so they are available 
for participants to use after they investigate the tree rounds.

Make an example Tree Round of your own timeline, showing how 
many annual rings you would have, any major events like a moving 
to a new house or city, any broken bones, new siblings, etc. 

It’s showtime!
Reading Tree Rounds: These cross sections of trees allow you to tell 
the age of the tree. Each ring has two parts: the lighter (and often 
wider) part is the spring growth, and the darker (usually much 
thinner) part is later summer/fall growth. To count the rings, only 
count the light or only count the dark part but not both. Use the 
Tree Ring poster as a guide so the group can all see. There are also 
different marks on tree cookies that can explain events in tree’s 
life such as scars from a fire or narrow growth rings from insect 
infestations or drought. 

Ask participants to examine the different tree rounds at the table 
and discuss their observations – age, events, how much it has or 
has not grown, etc. 

Next, invite them to make a tree round of their own life. 
Instructions are included for students to enable them to make 
their timeline unique to their own experiences.

Encourage participants to compare their annual rings to others 
(adults and children). Even though all the plates are the same size, 
they will all have different numbers of rings. Trees are similar in 
that they may be the same size but different ages, or different sizes 
and the same age! This is because some tree species grow faster 
than others, and some trees grow at a different rate depending 
upon where they grow (on a mountain top, in a valley, etc.).
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Why is this science?
Scientists use very old trees to learn about past climates using 
a science called dendrochronology – the study of tree time. To 
look at a tree’s annual rings without cutting it down or harming it, 
foresters and forest scientists use a tool called an increment borer. 
This makes a long narrow cylinder of wood called a core sample, 
and the rings appear as lines. Dendrochronology is used not just 
by climate scientists and tree scientists (dendrologists), but by 
archeologists to date materials and artifacts made of wood and by 
chemists to calibrate radiocarbon dates, i.e. carbon dating!

Check out this link for more information: 

https://www.environmentalscience.org/dendrochronology-tree-rings-tell-us

North Carolina connection
The Biltmore Forest School, the first formal school of forestry in 
the United States, was established in 1898 just outside of Asheville, 
North Carolina. The institution was led by Dr. Carl A. Schenk, who 
trained under Gifford Pinchot. Pinchot was the first forester to 
manage the Biltmore lands in Western North Carolina and later 
went on to found the federal agency that became the U.S. Forest 
Service. This is why North Carolina is First in Forestry!

You can learn more about the past, present, and future of scientific 
forestry by visiting the Cradle of Forestry in America, a 6,500 acre 
heritage site in Pisgah National Forest just outside of Brevard, 
North Carolina.
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If they love it
Recommend the 
book “In a Nutshell” by 
Joseph Anthony. This 
story follows an acorn 
that falls from an oak, 
sprouts and grows, and 
sees many changes in 
the forest during its 
lifetime. 

Encourage families 
to check out the 
ecoEXPLORE incentive 
program*. Spring 
is Botany Season 
and participants are 
encouraged to take 
photos of plants and 
trees in order to earn 
prizes. 

*Note: Bookmarks 
including how to 
participate in this free 
program were sent in 
the Science Night kit.
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Supplies:
• 1 paper plate
• 1 marker

What to do
1. Draw a small circle in the center of your paper plate. This is to represent your brith.

2. The bumpy ridges of the paper plate are the bark of the tree cookie and will not be a year of 
growth.

3. Draw circles around the center circle, out toward the bumpy edge. There will be one circle for 
every year old you are.

4. Include important events in your life - like moving to a new place, when you started school, when 
you broke a bone, and so on. 
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What would these events look like as a mark on a tree ring?
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