
Title: In a Leaf of Their Own 
 
In Wishtree by Katherine Applegate, the main character states that it is a “northern red oak, also 
known as Quercus rubra” and “one of the most common trees in North America” (p. 5).  The 
Wishtree goes on to further explain that it has “ridged, reddish-gray bark; leathery leaves with 
pointed lobes.” (p.6)  In this lesson, students will identify trees in their area by their 
characteristics using a dichotomous key. 
 
TEK Science 7.11A - (A)  examine organisms or their structures such as insects or leaves and 
use dichotomous keys for identification; 
 
Description of Activity: 
You will need access to technology to complete this activity.  You will also need a few leaf 
samples for guided practice.  
 
Begin by showing information about the northern red oak and discussing its habitats, structural 
traits, etc., focusing on the leaves - https://gobotany.newenglandwild.org/species/quercus/rubra/ 
 
Show students one of the leaves that you have brought in from a Texas tree. Access Texas 
A&M’s “Trees of Texas - ID by Leaf” page - http://texastreeid.tamu.edu/content/idByLeaf/  Using 
your sample leaf, have students help you walk through the description/image choices and 
identify the tree that the leaf is from. 
 
Allow students to practice this with a second leaf in the classroom if desired. 
 
Take a walk in the area surrounding your school and use the site to narrow down by leaf the 
type of trees that you are viewing.  If you have mobile devices, use them as you walk.  If you do 
not, students can return to the classroom with their leaf samples and identify them there. 
 
Extension:  Create a mini-poster by gluing on leaf and writing description of leaf’s name, origin, 
and characteristics. 
 
Books to Display:  
 
Trees, Leaves, and Bark (Take Along Guides) by Diane Burns 
The Book of Leaves : a Leaf-By-Leaf Guide to Six Hundred of the World's Great Trees by Allen J. 
Coombes 
Trees of Texas: An Easy Guide to Leaf Identification by Carmine Stahl and Ria McElvaney 

 
Supply List:  
Access to the internet 

https://gobotany.newenglandwild.org/species/quercus/rubra/
http://texastreeid.tamu.edu/content/idByLeaf/


2 - 3 leaf samples 
Paper, glue, pencil 
 
Activity 2 
Title:  How Old Did You Say? 
 
The Wishtree is very old, having lived over two centuries and forming 216 growth rings (p. 80). 
Environmental forces have left their mark on it in the form of hollows made by woodpeckers, 
lightning, disease, or insects.  People have also left their mark on the tree by tying wishes to it 
and scratching a word into it.  In this lesson students will draw conclusions about how external 
factors influence the growth of a tree. 
 
TEK Science 7.13A - (A)  investigate how organisms respond to external stimuli found in the 
environment such as phototropism and fight or flight. 
 
Description of Activity: 
 
Students will examine “tree cookies” to determine how old a tree was when the sample was 
taken as well as draw conclusions about any external factors that affected its growth.  
 
The study of tree rings for the purpose of dating a tree is called dendrochronology.  
 
Begin the lesson by showing students this video of a dendrochronologist and discussing its 
content: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oRYsAn5QLYo 
 
Distribute tree cookies to students that you have either cut on your own from tree stumps, 
accessed from a science source such as a kit or regional science supply, or purchased:  
https://www.amazon.com/Tree-Cookies-Set-of-4/dp/B06WV7F1X8/ref=sr_1_10?ie=UTF8&qid=1
516930962&sr=8-10&keywords=tree+cookies 
 
Have students count the number of rings (the space between the lines) and tell how old the tree 
was when the slice was cut from it.  Examine the cookies for differences in ring size and discuss 
what could have caused it.  
 
Here is some reference information: 
https://learnforestry.com/lessons/grade3/2007/activity1_teacher_reference.pdf 
 
Use these visuals to discuss what may have happened to these particular trees and : 
https://learnforestry.com/lessons/grade3/2007/activity1_1.pdf 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oRYsAn5QLYo
https://www.amazon.com/Tree-Cookies-Set-of-4/dp/B06WV7F1X8/ref=sr_1_10?ie=UTF8&qid=1516930962&sr=8-10&keywords=tree+cookies
https://www.amazon.com/Tree-Cookies-Set-of-4/dp/B06WV7F1X8/ref=sr_1_10?ie=UTF8&qid=1516930962&sr=8-10&keywords=tree+cookies
https://learnforestry.com/lessons/grade3/2007/activity1_teacher_reference.pdf
https://learnforestry.com/lessons/grade3/2007/activity1_1.pdf


Allow students to create a tree cookie that represents their own life. Have them label the events 
that have affected the growth of each ring. 
Pith = center ring - year they were born 
Rings - one for each year 
 
 
Extension:  
 
Scientists, like archaeologists, have used dendrochronology not just to date trees, but also 
things made from trees like Viking ships.(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QSOrt8cclMc) 
  
 
Books to display: 
Ancient Trees: Portraits of Time by Beth Moon 

Desert Giant by Barbara Bash 

Remarkable Trees of the World by Thomas Pakenham 

 

Supply List: 

Tree cookies or paper facsimiles from links provided in lesson 

Blank paper for students to use to design tree cookies representing their lives. 

Colored pencils, markers, or crayons to tree cookie design. 

 

 
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QSOrt8cclMc
https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=rdr_ext_aut?_encoding=UTF8&index=books&field-author=Thomas%20Pakenham
https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=rdr_ext_aut?_encoding=UTF8&index=books&field-author=Thomas%20Pakenham

