
Title: Tree-mendous Schoolyard Survey 
 

Objective: Collect leaf pattern data of trees in the schoolyard 

Time: 20-30 minutes (Time will vary due to the size of your schoolyard and the number 

of trees) 

Materials Needed: Survey sheet (found at jeffersfoundation.org), journal, tape, 

pencil, clipboard (optional)  

 

Directions: 

1. Students circle up in grassy area next to a tree on the schoolyard. *If possible, select a tree with leaves within reach for initial leaf 

pattern observation. 
2. Review leaf patterns with students. Coniferous patterns: single needles, bundles in 2’s, bundles in 5’s, scale-like needles. 

Deciduous patterns: compound, toothed, palmately lobed, and pinnately lobed. *Use leaf pattern cards from Matching Leaves 

greeting as visuals to help with review. 
3. Distribute Survey sheets to students and tape Surveys in their journals. Or provide clipboards to hold their Survey sheets. 
4. Read through the Survey sheet. Explain that the class will walk around the schoolyard as a group and collect leaf pattern data by 

adding tallies to their Survey sheets. 
5. Conduct the first sample using the tree you are circled around. Begin by asking students to identify the tree as either a deciduous 

tree or a coniferous tree. Once the tree type is identified, determine the leaf pattern and place a tally mark next to the 

corresponding pattern on the Survey sheet. 
6. Move around your schoolyard in an orderly fashion making sure to visit every tree (for example, a clockwise path)  
7. Total up the tallies for each of the patterns. (Optional: Use data to conduct a math lesson on fractions, to create bar graphs, etc.) 
 

Discussion Questions: 
1. What leaf patterns were most easily identified? Do you know tree species with that leaf pattern?  

2. Why do think we have these trees on the schoolyard? (Possible answers: planted by people, same as surrounding neighborhood 

trees, the trees are native species, etc.) 

Activity 
Theme: Plants 
Topic: Leaf Patterns 
Suggested Grade Level: K-5 
Indoors or Outdoors: Outdoors 
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Science and Engineering Practices: 
4. Analyzing and interpreting data; 5. Using mathematics and computational thinking; 8. Obtaining, evaluating, and communicating 

information. 

Crosscutting Concepts: 
1. Patterns; 3. Scale, proportion, and quantity; 6. Structure and function. 

Disciplinary Core Ideas: 
Life Sciences: LS 1: From molecules to organisms: Structures and processes; LS 3: Heredity: Inheritance and variation of traits. 
 

Background Information: 
● Deciduous trees possess leaves that fall off each year. Four typical patterns of deciduous leaves we find in Minnesota include: 

Toothed, Palmately Lobed, Pinnately Lobed, and Compound leaves.  

o Toothed, palmately lobed, and pinnately lobed leaves are considered “simple leaves” with one leaf blade per leaf stalk. 

o Compound leaves possess leaflets on a single leaf stalk, with the number and arrangement dependent on the species. 

● Coniferous trees possess leaves, called needles, which typically remain green year round. They replace needles periodically, but 

do not shed all leaves every fall as deciduous trees do. (An exception to the rule: Tamarack). Typical patterns of native coniferous 

leaves (needles) include: single needles, bundles in 2’s, bundles in 5’s, and scale-like needles. 
 

Variations: Conduct the survey in two parts, surveying deciduous trees one day and coniferous trees on another. 
Consider conducting the survey in a nearby park or along a sidewalk in the neighborhood near your school. 
 

Additional Resources: 
● Trees of Minnesota Field Guide by Stan Tekiela 

● A Beginner’s Guide to Minnesota Trees by David M. Rathke.  Online at: https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/trees/native-trees.html 
 

Correlates with: 
Greeting - Matching Leaves (p. 25) 

Interdisciplinary Lesson - Create a Leaflet (p. 91) 

https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/trees/native-trees.html



