
Educational Resources – What Do Trees Do? By Kerry Wilson

Overview

Themes: France, coniferous forest ecosystem and creatures, parts and functions of a tree, 
photosynthesis, life cycle of a tree, the impact of clearcutting, interdependence of species in 
the web of life of the forest

Saint Giles lived in an area that was once completely forested, but today has been completely 
altered by human activity. The forest supported him so that he was able to ‘live off the land’ for 
many years, but almost none of the original forest remains. By labelling and piling building 
blocks, students will simulate the interdependence of creatures and trees in a forest 
ecosystem. By removing parts of the tree, students will see how trees support life and how 
their removal (the blocks in the simulation fall down) impacts the ecosystem. 

Educational Objectives:

- Through building and labelling a block structure, students will be able to understand the parts
of a tree and their functions in the forest ecosystem.

- Students will observe the impacts of removing parts of the tree on the whole ecosystem and
understand the interdependence of life in a forest ecosystem.
- Through discussion, students will discover the impact of clearcutting on the forest ecosystem.

Materials:

- Amazing Friendships Between Animals and Saints book
- world map

- (optional) online read-aloud image of border art to project on a screen
- large wooden blocks (20–30 cm long; old pieces of 2x4 lumber work well)
- smaller Jenga-style blocks
- small sticky notes
- marker

Directions:

Step 1 – The Story
Together, find France on the world map. Compare this to where you live. 
Project the border art on a screen.

Read the story of Saint Giles and the Deer.

Step 2 – Discussion
*Always choose questions appropriate to the age of your child(ren).

1. What are your reactions to this story?
2. How does it make you feel?
3. What do you find inspiring in the story?

4. Where did Saint Giles live? Read about his ecosystem (see additional online resources
provided).
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5. Can you find the Magpie and creatures in the illustrated border?
Read the Creature Profiles (in the online resources) about each creature as it is found.

Activity – What Do Trees Do? A Wood-Block Simulation

This activity could be done as a mind map but has more visual impact done with a 

wooden block structure to illustrate the concepts being presented. Have all materials ready 
before starting. It may be helpful to have some sticky note labels ready in advance.

Directions
Step 1: 

For each part of the tree, place a large piece of wood on a solid surface in full view of the 
group and “build” the tree up as you go. Make sure you create a stable structure and leave 
room to balance smaller blocks on these larger blocks. You can use more than one block for 
each.

What are the parts of a tree? (Roots, trunk, bark, sap, branches, leaves, flowers/fruit) 
Label each part with a sticky note.
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Step 2:

For each function or creature that depends on the tree, take a smaller wood block and label it 
with a sticky note before balancing it on the bigger part of the tree. As the tree becomes fuller, 
the balancing may become tricky. Be careful not to knock down the structure.

What do these parts of the tree do? 

- roots draw nutrients from the soil, hold soil, store sap over winter, etc.
(Lean these blocks against the “root” blocks)

- trunk supports the branches and leaves, bark transports nutrients and sap, etc.
(Lean these blocks against the “trunk” blocks)

- branches/leaves create habitat for birds, squirrels, create shade, photosynthesis, etc.
(Balance these blocks on the “branches” block)

- fruit/flowers are a food source for insects/animals/birds/humans, transport seeds, etc.
(Balance these blocks on the “fruit” blocks)

Step 3:
What happens if we remove parts of the tree?

Carefully remove the fruit block and notice how many other creatures are affected by this. 

Discuss the impact. (What will the insects/animals eat if the flowers are gone? How will new 
tree seeds get planted? etc.) Replace the fruit on your tree structure.

Carefully remove the branches and everything that comes with them. Notice what is affected 
and discuss the impact. (Where do the birds go to nest if the branches are gone? How do 
leaves grow without branches? What is the impact of no leaves on photosynthesis? etc.) 
Replace the branches on your tree structure.

Pull away the trunk of the tree and watch everything fall in a mess. Notice what is impacted 
(including the roots!) and discuss. This is what happens when a tree is cut down. Even the 
roots eventually die and rot without the trunk and leaves and can no longer provide their 
functions. When the dead trunk is removed, there is no habitat for creatures that rely on 
rotting wood (fungus, woodpeckers, insect life, etc.). Notice in the Saint Giles border that a 
small spruce tree is growing out of the fallen log, a mouse is living in it, and it is covered with
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moss. Dead wood is essential to a forest ecosystem, and when it finally breaks down, the 
nutrients are returned to the soil to be recycled.

Step 4:
What happens when a forest is cut down (clearcutting)?

Step 5:  

Based on what you have noticed, list the impacts on an ecosystem if all the trees are cut down. 
Why does clearcutting happen?

Extension Activity

Research how clearcutting has impacted forests historically (France, where Saint Giles lived; 
Ireland for ship building; North America for settlement; current-day mountainsides in western 
Canada; etc.).  Notice the impact on wildlife and rivers over time.
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Contemplative Activity – Offering Up Movement Prayer 

Educational Objectives 
- Students will be able to engage in a new spiritual practice of movement prayer.
- Students will reflect on this experience by using the Examen as a way of noticing.
- Through deepening their experience of their sadness about environmental destruction,
students will become more aware of the need for healing of God’s creation.

Introduction for the Teacher/Parent

Often people have strong emotional reactions when they hear about the damage humans are 
doing to this beautiful world. It can leave people feeling sad, depressed and hopeless. If these 
feelings are not acknowledged and processed, we can end up in a paralyzed state of despair 
and become unable to deal with what is happening in the world right now. This movement 
prayer gives students a chance to allow mixed feelings to move through them and to offer 
them to God for help and healing. It is truly mysterious how deep emotional healing happens, 
so allow students the space and time to move deeply into this spiritual practice and then allow 
time afterwards to internalize this.

Directions:

Listen to Joni Mitchell’s song “Big Yellow Taxi.” Projecting the words might be helpful.

Discussion
How does this song (and the discussion of clearcutting) make you feel?

(Reassure students that it is OK to have sad, difficult or painful feelings.)
It is often hard to deal with these sad or difficult feelings.
This prayer practice is a way to pray deeply without words and just open our sad hearts to God.

Activity – Offering Up Movement Prayer
Explain that prayer can take many forms and that movement has often been part of praying. 
This spiritual practice focuses on movement. There are 4 positions to learn before we begin:

1. Scooping low (starting position)

2. Holding in front

3. Hands over heart

4. Hands high (ending position)

(See photos)
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*These positions will be repeated as a cycle SLOWLY about 6 to 10 times.

Repeat these positions until everyone knows them. The teacher/leader stays at the front to 
lead the pace (slow) and in case anyone gets lost.

While doing the movements, DO NOT intellectually assign meaning to them or feel that 
you have to explain what they mean to yourself. Often as people pray this prayer, the meaning 
of the positions shifts and changes. Scooping could mean gathering the earth’s beauty and 
energy up, or gathering up everything you are sad/hopeless about, or gathering up God’s love 
and care, etc. Holding could mean taking a real look at what is, or receiving God’s love, or trying 
to see more clearly, or just generally noticing and taking it in, etc. Hands over heart could mean 
grieving, or treasuring, or allowing God’s healing love in my heart, etc. Hands high could mean 
offering our pain to God, or releasing the pain, or celebrating with joy, or acknowledging our 
powerlessness, etc. There are so many meanings possible, but let the Spirit move through this 
prayer and just notice what comes up in you as you move through the positions.

Remind students that this will be done in silence, noticing what is going on inside themselves, 
and not to worry about what others might think of them. This is between them and God.  
Remind everyone that there will be a pause at the end of the spiritual practice so they can 
notice what has just happened. 

Begin by centering with a few deep breaths and an opening prayer:

Be with us, God.
Help us to notice
what is moving inside ourselves. 
Help us to not worry, 
and to open our hearts to you.
Amen.
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Pause to make sure everyone is ready, then begin.

Repeat the cycle of positions SLOWLY about 6 to 10 times.

When finished, pause for a while so people can think about what they just experienced, then 
lead them through an Examen of the experience (either silently, with a partner, or shared with 
the group):

What did you notice?

What did you notice inside yourself?  (Calm, wiggly, fidgety, peaceful, etc.)

Did anything change or shift in you?
Was there struggle? Was there peace? Did you experience a sense of Presence?

Compare how you feel now with how you felt before you began. Do you notice any 
differences?

Encourage children to repeat this spiritual practice on their own.
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