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Theme: Michigan’s Beech Maple Forest   

 

Subject: Science  

 

Recommended Grade Levels:   1
st
, 2

nd
 & 3

rd
 grade       

 

Key Concepts: components of a forest, living vs. non-living, how to build a forest terrarium, life cycle of 

a tree, characteristics of trees, basic tree identification, decomposers, adaptations, survival needs of plants 

and animals, ecosystem, forest web – interdependence of living and non-living things 

 

Lesson Overview: 

 

I. Forest Overview: What makes up a Michigan Beech Maple forest?  

a. Essential questions: 

i. What makes up a Beech Maple forest habitat and why? 

ii. How can you assemble different materials in order to build a habitat for living 

things? 

b. Summary: This lesson is the introductory lesson to the Beech Maple forest unit. Since it is 

composed of two parts: building forest terrariums and observing their terrariums, it may be 

completed in one day or broken down over two days. During part one, students will complete 

a pre-assessment about the living and non-living items that make up a Michigan forest. 

Students will work in small groups to create forest terrariums by choosing their own materials 

and justifying why they chose those resources. During part two, students will observe their 

terrarium, draw a picture and write about their terrarium, and generate questions that they 

have about their terrariums.     

 

II. Michigan Trees  

a. Essential questions: 

i. What are the stages in a tree’s life cycle?  

ii. What are some unique characteristics of trees? 

iii. How can you use a tree’s characteristics to identify the tree? 

iv. What resources does a tree need to survive?   

b. Summary: This lesson can be divided up into two parts, or can be completed all in one 

session. In part one, the students will act out the life cycle of a tree through a dramatic 

reading and then discuss the six stages of a tree’s life cycle (seed, sprout, sapling, mature tree, 

standing dead tree, rotting log). They will then use their senses to investigate a tree, record 

their observations, and share their findings with a small group. In part two, the students will 

also learn how a tree leaf key can be a tool used to identify a tree. An optional extension 

activity allows the children to discuss the survival needs of a tree and to discover what 

happens when those needs are not met.   
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III. Decomposers 

a. Essential questions: 

i. What are decomposers and what do they do?  

ii. What adaptations help decomposers survive?  

iii. Why are decomposers important? 

b. Summary: This lesson can be divided up into two parts, or can be completed all in one 

session. During part one, students will have the opportunity to use their senses to observe a 

common decomposer up close. They will complete the “Observe like a Scientist” worksheet 

and investigate their decomposer’s adaptations. Then they will wrap up their decomposer 

investigation through a discussion about the importance of decomposers in a forest. During 

part two, the students will have an opportunity to create their own decomposers out of 

recycled materials and must include at least three adaptations that help their decomposer 

survive in its habitat. They will work through the “My Decomposer” worksheet to guide them 

through the process and will share their decomposers in a small group at the end of the 

lesson. There are also optional extension activities that can be completed in order to further 

explore decomposition.   

 

IV. Terrarium Observation  

a. Essential questions: 

i. What do plants and animals need to survive? 

ii. What is an ecosystem?  

iii. How do living and non-living things work together in order to survive?  

b. Summary: In this lesson, students will use their senses to observe their terrariums and record 

their results. Through a class discussion, students will share their terrarium observations and 

compare and contrast their classmates’ terrariums to their own. They will discuss the survival 

needs of plants and animals and learn about the term “ecosystem.” They will work in small 

groups to respond to various terrarium scenarios and will present their results to the class. 

The lesson concludes by discussing how the living and non-living things in a terrarium work 

together in order to survive. 

 

V. Forest Web – How is everything connected?  

a. Essential questions: 

i. How do the plants, animals, and resources in a Beech Maple forest work together in 

order to survive? 

ii. Is it possible to create a forest in a terrarium? Why or why not? 

b. Summary: This lesson is the concluding lesson to the Beech Maple forest unit. Since it is 

composed of two parts: a forest web activity and the terrarium project wrap-up, it may be 

completed in one day or broken down over two days. Part one  - the forest web activity - 

gives the students an opportunity to create a forest web by becoming forest plants, animals, or 

resources and tossing a ball of string to one another in order to see how everything in a forest 

is interconnected. The students also have an opportunity to create their own forest web on 

paper. Part two – the terrarium project wrap-up – encourages the students to reflect on and 

discuss the following question: Based on what we learned from building terrariums and the 

forest web, can we really create a forest in a jar? Why or why not?  

 

Helpful Resources for Teachers:  

 

The following curriculum books provide great hands-on, meaningful learning ideas for exploring nature. 

They also include background information and activity ideas for the topics covered in this unit.  

 Creepy Crawlies and the Scientific Method: More Than 100 Hands-on Science Experiments for 

Children by Sally Kneidel. Published by Fulcrum Publishing 
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 Growing Up Wild: Exploring Nature with Young Children Published by Council for 

Environmental Education 

 Hands-On Nature: Information and Activities for Exploring the Environment with Children 

Edited by  Jenepher Lingelbach & Lisa Purcell. Published by Vermont Institute of Natural 

Science.  

 Project Learning Tree: Environmental Education Activity Guide for Pre-K-8th published by 

American Forest Foundation 

 Small Wonders: Nature Education for Younger Children by: Linda Garrett & Hannah Thomas.  

Published by Vermont Institute of Natural Science.  

 

The following DVD series provides excellent clips of nature to be used in a Christian classroom: 

 The Nature of God: Wilderness Discoveries DVD collection sets  Published by Zondervan 

 

Internet Resources: 

 

 Mesic Southern Forest (Beech Maple Forest) Community Abstract- This is a great scientific 

description of a Beach Maple Forest community on the Michigan Natural Features Inventory’s 

website.  

http://mnfi.anr.msu.edu/abstracts/ecology/Mesic_southern_forest.pdf 

 

 Michigan Animal Factsheets-The Michigan Department of Natural Resources’ website contains a 

variety of factsheets about Michigan animals. 

www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,4570,7-153-10370_12145---,00.html 

 

http://mnfi.anr.msu.edu/abstracts/ecology/Mesic_southern_forest.pdf
http://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,4570,7-153-10370_12145---,00.html

