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Essential Question 
How do the structures of 
organisms enable life’s 
functions? 
 

NGSS Disciplinary Core Idea 
LS1.A: Structure and Function 
All organisms have external 
parts.  Different animals use 
their body parts in different 
ways to see, hear, grasp 
objects, protect themselves, 
move from place to place, and 
seek, find, and take in food, 
water, and air. Plants also 
have different parts (roots, 
stems, leaves, flowers, & 
fruits) that help them survive 
and grow. 
 

Learning Objective 
By the end of the field trip, 3 
to 5 year old students will be 
able to identify different 
structures on a tree that help 
that organism to grow and 
survive in their specific 
environment. 
 
Overall Assessment:   
When students are given an 
opportunity to explore how a 
plant’s structures enable it to 
grow and to survive, they will 
be able to create an imaginary 
plant and explain its 
structure/function 
relationships. 
 

Curriculum Overview 
Thank you for choosing Tryon Creek State Natural Area for your field trip!  

This program outline can be used to give you an idea of what sorts of 
things your students will be doing during their field trip. Please note that 
times are flexible and not all student groups will do every hike activity 
listed here – our volunteer Nature Guides will be incorporating activities 
into their routine throughout their hike, but we encourage our educators 

to let the interests of the group guide their instruction, taking advantage of 
teachable moments and letting students ask questions that they would like 

to investigate. 

Our suite of Early Childhood programs are designed to build comfort in 
nature while setting students up to be ready to engage in science learning 
as they prepare to enter Kindergarten.  This includes incorporation with 
the Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS), developed based on the 
National Research Council’s Framework for K-12 Science Education that 

was published in 2012.  The Oregon Department of Education adopted the 
NGSS in 2014 and each district has developed a 5-year implementation 
plan. To the left you can review the specific Disciplinary Core Idea for 
Kindergarten that is addressed in this program, as well as the specific 

Performance Expectation below. 

NGSS Performance Expectations supported by this curriculum:  
Learn more about how our programs support your curriculum goals. 
 

Kindergarten 
K-LS1-1: Use observations to describe patterns of what 
plants and animals need to survive. 

Some vocabulary/concepts that may be used during this field trip includes: 
• Bark 
• Branches 
• Coniferous 
• Deciduous 

 

• Decompose 
• Evergreen 
• Leaves 
• Living 

• Non-living 
• Snag 
• Stump 
• Trunk 

 
Revised by Friends of Tryon Creek on 8/17/2018 

http://www.nextgenscience.org/
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=lXqXtfEIQI8C&oi=fnd&pg=PR1&dq=framework+for+k-12+science+education&ots=9UgcRFix6x&sig=tt_jB-PC1no1YigchSWl6VQUYA0#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://drive.google.com/file/d/12K5VksKCHgi47MoEZa-BF76l2z8uogvQ/view
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Introduction – Jackson Shelter – 5 minutes 
Welcome to Tryon Creek State Natural area! Students will be welcomed to the park and invited to sit with 
their peers on the carpet to answer a very important question: 
 
Why are we all here in the forest together today? 

• Hiking 
• Learning 
• Finding animals (or evidence of animals!) 

 
Let them know that we will indeed be doing all of those things, with the goal of answering this question:  
 
How can we prove that plants are living things that can survive and grow in their habitat? 
 
Give logistical information (groups will be starting or ending with an activity in the classroom, and will be 
hiking for about an hour minutes).  Make sure to bring your layers and go before you go! 
 

Structure & Function Investigation – Nature Classroom - 20 minutes 
 

Practicing Senses 

1. Guiding Question: What functions does a tree need 
to perform in order to grow and survive in its 
environment, and what structures can we see that 
supports those functions? 

 

Content Goal: Trees have roots to stabilize them and 
collect water, they have leaves to create food, and 
they have think bark to help protect them from the 
elements, infestation, and disease. 

Activity Procedure 
1. Students divide into groups with Nature Guides on classroom carpets. 
2. Students remind each other which senses they might use to learn about things.  As they come up with 

each, transition to the following activities: 
a. Touch: Students feel different pieces of tree bark – how are they the same? How are they 

different? 
b. Smell: Students smell a container with cedar oil in it – what words would you use to describe 

what you smell? How might this help a tree? 
c. Sight: Students look at different examples of leaves – how are they the same?  How are they 

different? 
3. Scientists use their senses to make observations that describe the world around them – that’s how we 

learn about the Earth and its processes! 
4. Encourage students to think of describing words when they are on the hike. 

a. What kinds of information can they learn while out on the trails? 
b. Do you think animals also use their senses to learn about the world around them? 
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Hike Activities – Tryon Creek Trails – 1 hour 
 

Seeds on the Move 

Guiding Question: How can plants move around? 
 

Content Goal: being tasty can help seeds move 
around! 

Activity Procedure 
1. Students are given 3 hazelnuts (or wooden replicas if allergic) and give them 1 minute to hide them 

alongside the trail as if they were squirrels stocking up for the winter. 
a. Is this an example of a behavior that might help a squirrel survive?   
b. Do you see shapes on the squirrel pelt that might help them bury seeds in the ground? 

2. At the end of the hike, return to the location where the nuts were hidden.  Ask the students to go find 
the nuts they hid and count how many nuts were found vs not. 

a. What do you think will happen to the nuts you did not find?  How does this help the plant? 
3. Look carefully at the nuts: 

a. What part of the nut helps to protect the baby tree?  
b. Why do you think it helps the tree to have squirrels move the nuts around? 

4. For the rest of the hike, encourage students to look for other examples of travelling seeds. 
a. How are these seeds moving around compared to the hazel nuts?   
b. Can you think of other ways you have seen seeds move?    

Leaf Buddies 

Guiding Question: What are some similarities and 
differences between the leaves of plants? 

 

Content Goal: Although leaves perform the same 
function for all plants and share some common 
structures, different species can have very different-
looking leaves. 

Activity Procedure 
1. Each student gets a different laminated leaf to carry throughout the hike. 
2. As each student identifies their leaf, they are asked to explore a few things: 

a. What does your leaf feel like? 
b. Where is it growing on the plant? 
c. How big is it compared to other leaves? 
d. Does it hang like a shelf or a poster? (Straight out or drooping?) 

3.  Students are asked to compare their leaves, making observations about similarities and differences 
between them. 

a. How important is being in the bright sun for your plant? 
b. Does your plant need a lot of space to grow? 



 

Early Childhood Programs: 

TREES ARE TERRIFIC 
Year-Round • 3 to 5 years old • 1.5 hours 

 

 
Learn more at www.tryonfriends.org 

4 

Flower Power (spring) 

Guiding Question: how might the color of a plant 
help it survive and grow? 

 

Content Goal: Bright flowers of all colors help plants. 
*Note this activity works best in the spring when 
there are flowers blooming 

Activity Procedure 
1. Students are given a small laminated piece of colored paper.  

a. How many times can you find your color on this stretch of trail? 
2. Give students a few minutes to identify different places they see their color. 

a. What types of structures were brightly colored? (usually flowers) 
b. How might a plant benefit from having bright colored flowers? 

i. Did anyone see another living thing visiting those flowers? 
3. Discuss the function of pollinators in plant reproduction: plants that use brightly colored leaves and 

strong smells can attract more pollinators! 
 

Loose Leaves (fall) 

Guiding Question: why do some plants lose their 
leaves in the winter? 

 

Content Goal: Some plants save energy in the winter 
by shedding leaves – the ones that stay need thick, 
strong leaves to survive. *Note this activity works 
best in the fall when leaves are starting to turn 

Activity Procedure 
1. At a point in the hike where you can see a few different examples of deciduous vs. coniferous trees, ask 

students to feel some different leaves and make observations. 
a. Which ones feel hard? Which ones feel soft? 
b. Do those categories have anything else in common? 

2. Guide students to conclude that leaves beginning to turn tend to be softer, while leaves that are still 
green are sturdier. 

a. Why would a plant benefit from strong, thick leaves in winter? 
i. What happens to lettuce when you leave it in the fridge too long? (it wilts) 

3. Discuss the function of strong leaves in freezing temperatures – trees that keep their leaves must 
protect them! 
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General Observations and Teachable Moments 

Guiding Question: Can we make predictions about 
how different plants (or animals) do their jobs in the 
forest just by making observations of them? 

Content Goal: All plants (and animals) have external 
parts that tell us about how they survive in their 
specific habitat. 

Activity Procedure 
1. As different plants, animals, or evidence of different animals are found along the trail, students make 

observations about their physical characteristics or behavior.  Students use visual aids such as pelts, 
skulls, preserved leaves, or pictures to investigate these characteristics. 

a. What does this plant’s bark/size/leaves (shape, size, texture)/or where it grows in the forest tell 
you about its lifestyle? 

b. How do plants get food/water/shelter? 
c. How do plants interact with animals (or vice-versa) to get what they need to survive? 
d. Do you think this plant grows it’s leaves all year? Why or why not? 
e. Would this plant be able to survive in the desert? On top of a mountain? Why or why not? 

Science and Engineering Practices Applied 
6. Constructing explanations 
o Make observations (firsthand or from media) to construct an evidence-based account for natural 

phenomena. 
 

Goodbye – Jackson Shelter – 5 minutes 

Thank students for coming and make sure they are aware that they just spent the day in a state park, which 
means it belongs to everyone, and everyone is invited back anytime!  Friends of Tryon Creek is a 

community supported non-profit whose mission, in partnership with the Oregon Parks and Recreation 
Department, is to nurture and inspire relationships with nature in our unique urban forest. Providing field 

trips is just one way that we work towards this mission, so checkout our website for information about 
our fun Nature Day Camps offered throughout the year, weekend family and adult programs, special 

events, and more! 
 

Remind students that even if they never make it back to Tryon Creek, they can still be exploring nature, 
asking questions, and learning about how animals survive in their habitats. 

 
Invite adults to checkout promotional materials before leaving and turn things over to classroom teachers 

for bus/lunch instructions. 
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Back at School (Optional)  

 
• Provide pictures or models of 

different plants from habitats 
across the world to sort into 
different categories based on 
type of leaves, size, 
protection, kind of bark, etc. 

• Provide paired pictures of 
items that humans use (solar 
panels, buoy, straw, sword) 
and pictures of different 
plant parts (big leaves, lilly 
pad, roots, thorn) and ask 
students to match functions. 

• Tour the schoolyard or a 
nearby park to make 
observations of urban 
habitats and compare to 
findings at Tryon Creek 
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Essential Question 
How do the structures of 
organisms enable life’s 
functions? 
 

NGSS Disciplinary Core Idea 
LS1.A: Structure and Function 
All organisms have external 
parts.  Different animals use 
their body parts in different 
ways to see, hear, grasp 
objects, protect themselves, 
move from place to place, and 
seek, find, and take in food, 
water, and air. Plants also 
have different parts (roots, 
stems, leaves, flowers, & 
fruits) that help them survive 
and grow. 
 

Learning Objective 
By the end of the field trip, K 
through 2nd grade students 
will be able to identify 
different structures on a tree 
that help that organism to 
grow and survive in their 
specific environment. 
 
Overall Assessment:   
When students are given an 
opportunity to explore how a 
plant’s structures enable it to 
grow and to survive, they will 
be able to create an imaginary 
plant and explain its 
structure/function 
relationships. 
 

Curriculum Overview 
Thank you for choosing Tryon Creek State Natural Area for your field trip!  

This program outline can be used to give you an idea of what sorts of 
things your students will be doing during their field trip. Please note that 
times are flexible and not all student groups will do every hike activity 
listed here – our volunteer Nature Guides will be incorporating activities 
into their routine throughout their hike, but we encourage our educators 

to let the interests of the group guide their instruction, taking advantage of 
teachable moments and letting students ask questions that they would like 

to investigate. 

This outline has been written to align with the Next Generation Science 
Standards (NGSS), which were developed based on the National Research 
Council’s Framework for K-12 Science Education, published in 2012.  The 

Oregon Department of Education adopted the NGSS in 2014 and each 
district has developed a 5-year implementation plan. To the left you can 

review the specific Disciplinary Core Idea (based on the Kindergarten to 2nd 
grade band) that is addressed in this program, as well as specific 

Performance Expectations for each grade level below.  In addition, each 
activity on the following pages highlights specific Science and Engineering 

Practices that students may use during their field trip. 

NGSS Performance Expectations supported by this curriculum:  
Learn more about how our programs support your curriculum goals. 
 

Kindergarten 
K-LS1-1 

First Grade (LS1-A, LS1-D) 
1-LS1-1 

Second Grade (LS2-A, LS4-D) 
2-LS2-2, 2LS4-1 

Some vocabulary/concepts that may be used during this field trip includes: 
• Bark 
• Branches 
• Coniferous 
• Deciduous 

 

• Decompose 
• Evergreen 
• Leaves 
• Living 

• Non-living 
• Snag 
• Stump 
• Trunk 

 
Revised by Friends of Tryon Creek on 8/17/2018 

http://www.nextgenscience.org/
http://www.nextgenscience.org/
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=lXqXtfEIQI8C&oi=fnd&pg=PR1&dq=framework+for+k-12+science+education&ots=9UgcRFix6x&sig=tt_jB-PC1no1YigchSWl6VQUYA0#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://drive.google.com/file/d/12K5VksKCHgi47MoEZa-BF76l2z8uogvQ/view
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Introduction – Jackson Shelter – 10 minutes 
Welcome to Tryon Creek State Natural area! Chaperones will be invited to meet with a Nature Guide to 
discuss their role on the field trip, while students have some important questions to answer about their day: 
 
Why are we all here in the forest together today? 

• Hiking 
• Learning 
• Finding animals (or evidence of animals!) 

 
Let them know that we will indeed be doing all of those things, with the goal of answering this question:  
 
How can we prove that plants are living things that can survive and grow in their habitat? 
 
Give logistical information (groups will be starting or ending with an activity in the classroom, and will be 
hiking for about an hour and 15 to 20 minutes).  Make sure to bring your layers and go before you go! 
 

Structure & Function Investigation – Nature Classroom - 20 minutes 
 

Tree Parts 

1. Guiding Question: What functions does a tree need 
to perform in order to grow and survive in its 
environment, and what structures can we see that 
supports those functions? 

 

Content Goal: Trees have roots to stabilize them and 
collect water, they have leaves to create food, and 
they have think bark to help protect them from the 
elements, infestation, and disease. 

Activity Procedure 
1. Students divide into groups with Nature Guides on classroom carpets. 
2. As a large group, discuss whether trees have different body parts that help them survive and grow – do 

these parts do different jobs for the tree?   
3. Explain that groups will be working together to identify different jobs trees need to do and see what 

part of the tree does that job.  Students will be working to look at some pictures of tools we do for 
different jobs, decide what job those tools have in common, and think about what part of the tree might 
serve the same purpose.  The whole group works through an example using pictures of a skeleton, 
wooden beams, and table legs – they hold things up, just like a tree trunk! 

4. Groups all get a paper with a tree trunk drawn on it – as they figure out other tree parts they will be 
adding to their drawing. 

5. Each group rotates through three sets of pictures representing different jobs: 
a. Suit of armor, wall, & fence – protection 
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b. Pots/Pans, chefs, & kitchen – making food 
c. Straws & well pump – drawing up water as well as d. Tent stakes – holding things to the ground 

6. Students are given 2 to 3 minutes to decide what their objects have in common. 
a. What are these things used for? 
b. How do these things help us? 

7. Students are then asked to connect this “job” or function to something a tree needs to survive: 
a. Do trees need to make food? Draw up water? Be supported? 

8. Students are asked which part of the tree helps it meet this need. 
a. Protection – Bark 
b. Making food – Leaves 
c. Drawing up water & holding onto the ground – Roots 

9. Students add this part of the tree to their collective drawing and move onto the next set of pictures. 
10. At the end, each group shares their picture and hangs it on the classroom wall to compare – all the 

trees have the same parts but look really different! 
 
Science and Engineering Practices Applied 

4. Analyzing and Interpreting Data 
o Use observations to describe patterns in the natural world in order to answer scientific 

questions. 
 

Hike Activities – Tryon Creek Trails – 1 hour & 20 minutes 
 

Seeds on the Move 

Guiding Question: How can plants move around? 
 

Content Goal: being tasty can help seeds move 
around! 

Activity Procedure 
1. Students are given 3 hazelnuts (or wooden replicas if allergic) and give them 1 minute to hide them 

alongside the trail as if they were squirrels stocking up for the winter. 
a. Is this an example of a behavior that might help a squirrel survive?   
b. Do you see shapes on the squirrel pelt that might help them bury seeds in the ground? 

2. At the end of the hike, return to the location where the nuts were hidden.  Ask the students to go find 
the nuts they hid and count how many nuts were found vs not. 

a. What do you think will happen to the nuts you did not find?  How does this help the plant? 
3. Look carefully at the nuts: 

a. What part of the nut helps to protect the baby tree?  
b. Why do you think it helps the tree to have squirrels move the nuts around? 

4. For the rest of the hike, encourage students to look for other examples of travelling seeds. 
a. How are these seeds moving around compared to the hazel nuts?   
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b. Can you think of other ways you have seen seeds move?   

Science and Engineering Practices Applied 
6. Constructing explanations 
o Make observations (firsthand or from media) to construct an evidence-based account for natural 

phenomena.  

Leaf Buddies 

Guiding Question: What are some similarities and 
differences between the leaves of plants? 

 

Content Goal: Although leaves perform the same 
function for all plants and share some common 
structures, different species can have very different-
looking leaves. 

Activity Procedure 
1. Each student gets a different laminated leaf to carry throughout the hike. 
2. As each student identifies their leaf, they are asked to explore a few things: 

a. What does your leaf feel like? 
b. Where is it growing on the plant? 
c. How big is it compared to other leaves? 
d. Does it hang like a shelf or a poster? (Straight out or drooping?) 

3.  Students are asked to compare their leaves, making observations about similarities and differences 
between them. 

a. How important is being in the bright sun for your plant? 
b. Does your plant need a lot of space to grow? 

 
Science and Engineering Practices Applied 

6. Constructing explanations 
o Make observations (firsthand or from media) to construct an evidence-based account for natural 

phenomena. 

Flower Power (spring) 

Guiding Question: how might the color of a plant 
help it survive and grow? 

 

Content Goal: Bright flowers of all colors help plants. 
*Note this activity works best in the spring when 
there are flowers blooming 

Activity Procedure 
1. Students are given a small laminated piece of colored paper.  

a. How many times can you find your color on this stretch of trail? 
2. Give students a few minutes to identify different places they see their color. 
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a. What types of structures were brightly colored? (usually flowers) 
b. How might a plant benefit from having bright colored flowers? 

i. Did anyone see another living thing visiting those flowers? 
3. Discuss the function of pollinators in plant reproduction: plants that use brightly colored leaves and 

strong smells can attract more pollinators! 

Science and Engineering Practices Applied 
6. Constructing explanations 
o Make observations (firsthand or from media) to construct an evidence-based account for natural 

phenomena. 
 

Loose Leaves (fall) 

Guiding Question: why do some plants lose their 
leaves in the winter? 

 

Content Goal: Some plants save energy in the winter 
by shedding leaves – the ones that stay need thick, 
strong leaves to survive. *Note this activity works 
best in the fall when leaves are starting to turn 

Activity Procedure 
1. At a point in the hike where you can see a few different examples of deciduous vs. coniferous trees, ask 

students to feel some different leaves and make observations. 
a. Which ones feel hard? Which ones feel soft? 
b. Do those categories have anything else in common? 

2. Guide students to conclude that leaves beginning to turn tend to be softer, while leaves that are still 
green are sturdier. 

a. Why would a plant benefit from strong, thick leaves in winter? 
i. What happens to lettuce when you leave it in the fridge too long? (it wilts) 

3. Discuss the function of strong leaves in freezing temperatures – trees that keep their leaves must 
protect them! 

Science and Engineering Practices Applied 
6. Constructing explanations 
o Make observations (firsthand or from media) to construct an evidence-based account for natural 

phenomena. 
 

General Observations and Teachable Moments 

Guiding Question: Can we make predictions about 
how different plants (or animals) do their jobs in the 
forest just by making observations of them? 

Content Goal: All plants (and animals) have external 
parts that tell us about how they survive in their 
specific habitat. 
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Activity Procedure 
1. As different plants, animals, or evidence of different animals are found along the trail, students make 

observations about their physical characteristics or behavior.  Students use visual aids such as pelts, 
skulls, preserved leaves, or pictures to investigate these characteristics. 

a. What does this plant’s bark/size/leaves (shape, size, texture)/or where it grows in the forest tell 
you about its lifestyle? 

b. How do plants get food/water/shelter? 
c. How do plants interact with animals (or vice-versa) to get what they need to survive? 
d. Do you think this plant grows it’s leaves all year? Why or why not? 
e. Would this plant be able to survive in the desert? On top of a mountain? Why or why not? 

Science and Engineering Practices Applied 
6. Constructing explanations 
o Make observations (firsthand or from media) to construct an evidence-based account for natural 

phenomena. 
 

Goodbye – Jackson Shelter – 10 minutes 

Thank students for coming and make sure they are aware that they just spent the day in a state park, which 
means it belongs to everyone, and everyone is invited back anytime!  Friends of Tryon Creek is a 

community supported non-profit whose mission, in partnership with the Oregon Parks and Recreation 
Department, is to nurture and inspire relationships with nature in our unique urban forest. Providing field 

trips is just one way that we work towards this mission, so checkout our website for information about 
our fun Nature Day Camps offered throughout the year, weekend family and adult programs, special 

events, and more! 
 

Remind students that even if they never make it back to Tryon Creek, they can still be exploring nature, 
asking questions, and learning about how trees are living things. 

 
Invite adults to checkout promotional materials before leaving and turn things over to classroom teachers 

for bus/lunch instructions. 
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Back at School (Optional)  

 
Kindergarten (K-LS1-1) 

Use observations to describe 
patterns of what plants need to 

survive. 
 

• Provide pictures or models of 
different plants from habitats 
across the world to sort into 
different categories based on 
type of leaves, size, 
protection, kind of bark, etc. 

First Grade (1-LS1-1) 
Use materials to design a 

solution to a human problem by 
mimicking how plants and/or 

animals use their external parts 
to help them survive, grow, and 

meet their needs. 
 

• Provide paired pictures of 
items that humans use (solar 
panels, buoy, straw, sword) 
and pictures of different 
plant parts (big leaves, lilly 
pad, roots, thorn) and ask 
students to match functions. 

Second Grade (2-LS4-1) 
Make observations of plants and 
animals to compare the diversity 

of life in different habitats. 

• Tour the schoolyard or a 
nearby park to make 
observations of urban 
habitats and compare to 
findings at Tryon Creek 
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