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UPPER GRADES CHALLENGE: Fall Leaf Collections

Background

Tree leaves in New England are glorious in the fall, and even after they’ve fallen from the branches, their colors and shapes give us clues about their identity. Some tree leaves turn red, others yellow, orange, purple or multicolored. Yet each tree has its characteristic hues, and some can be picked out from a distance by color alone. Besides the colors, the shapes of leaves, whether they have a simple outline or finger-like lobes, whether there are many leaflets making up a leaf as in sumac, or just a single leaf as in aspens, are also clues that help us to identify them. Here students will make collections of tree leaves using clues of color, shape and vein patterns to identify them.

Objective:To identify tree leaves by shape, color and vein patterns.

Take students outside and bring them to places where different kinds of trees are growing. Have students collect leaves that have fallen from the trees, choosing a variety of shapes and colors. They may collect as many different kinds as they can find, and they may wish to collect different color variants from one species. As they collect the leaves, they should press them in a book (between sheets of newsprint) or in catalogues or phonebooks that you supply. Students will probably collect and press more than they will actually use in their final projects.

Using their guides, have students try to identify their leaves. Finally, have them pick their best specimens; glue them onto paper, cardboard or into a journal; and label them, to make a personal book or display of their collections.

Adults should survey the school grounds ahead of time to be sure there is a good selection of trees and leaves. If not, they may need to bring in leaves that they have selected and pressed ahead of time to supplement those on the school grounds.

As a closing activity, have every student show his or her favorite journal page to the rest of the class.

Materials: Tree Leaf Identification Guide; magazines or catalogues for pressing leaves; white paper or journal in which to mount collection; optional: pressed leaves from other places.
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