
The Need to Know
How Trees Grow

Plants and trees have the ability to make their own food in a process known as 
photosynthesis. They do this by sucking water and nutrients from the soil up 

through their xylem and into their leaves. The water and nutrients are combined 
with carbon dioxide and sunlight to make a sugary food called glucose. This food 
is then distributed by way of its phloem to the rest of the tree, so it can grow.

Illustrations drawn by David Williams

Sugar maple trees have light brown to gray bark with long deep furrows on older 
trees. The leaves have pointed lobes and turn beautiful shades of red, orange, and 
yellow in fall. The  fruits are samaras (have wings) and spin like helicopters in the 
wind. Sugar maple trees are the primary source of maple syrup. Sugar maple wood is 
used for basketball courts, baseball bats, bowling pins and musical instruments. 

Sugar Maple

The red spruce is an evergreen that has scaly gray-brown bark with reddish grooves. 
The needles are short and curve inward toward the branch. The cones are small, 
about 1 to 1.5 inches long. Red Spruce wood is used to make the soundboard (top) 
for stringed instruments such as guitars and fiddles because it resonates sound 
better than most other woods. It is also an important wood for making paper pulp. 

Red Spruce

Bi
ll C

oo
k

Pa
ul 

W
ra

y

Pa
ul 

W
ra

y

To
ny

 G
eig

er

Ke
ith

 K
an

ot
i

Ke
ith

 K
an

ot
i

True to its name, the shagbark hickory has rough, shaggy bark that peels in long 
strips as the tree grows older. The leaves are compound (many leaflets on one 
stem), and the fruits (hickory nuts) are an important food source for squirrels, 
racoons, turkeys, and many other animals. Native Americans used the wood to 
make their bows and harvested the nuts for food, as people still do today. 

Shagbark Hickory

Striped maple is a small, shade-loving tree that has greenish-gray bark with 
distinct white stripes. It is also referred to as “goosefoot” because its leaf is 
shaped like a goose’s foot. The bark and leaves are eaten by rabbits, porcupines, 
and deer. As with all maple trees, the seeds of striped maples are samaras 
(have wings) and spin like a helicopter in the wind. 

Striped Maple
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The red oak tree has reddish brown bark with broad gray ridges which appear to 
have a shiny stripe down the center. The leaves are shiny green with pointed lobes, 
turning a rich red color in the fall. The acorns were boiled and eaten by Native 
Americans, and are an important food source for many birds and mammals. 
The red oak is one of the most important lumber trees in North America.

Red Oak
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The yellow birch tree is also known as paper birch because its bark exfoliates (peels) 
in wide, paper-like strips. Yellow birch trees have multiple trunks with drooping 
branches and shiny green leaves that turn a beautiful yellow in the fall. Ice cream 
sticks, toothpicks and toys are often made using paper birch. Native Americans 
used the bark as an outer covering on canoes. 

Yellow Birch
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Just like trees, seeds com
e in different 

shapes and sizes. W
ith a litt

le help 
from

 soil nutrients, m
oisture and 

sunlight, seeds can sprout into 
seedlings. For m

ost tree 
species, when the sprout has 
reached 4 feet tall and up to 
4 inches in diam

eter, it 
becom

es a sapling. Saplings 
offi

cially becom
e trees when 

their trunks are thicker 
than 4 inches in diam

eter 
at chest height.  

M
ost trees will continue to grow until their death. 

Som
etim

es, dead trees don’t fall to the forest 
floor im

m
ediately. These trees, called snags, 

play an im
portant role as habitat in the 

forest. Fallen trees  and snags slowly 
decom

pose, recycling valuable 
nutrients back into the soil.

This enriched soil helps sprouting 
seeds grow into healthy saplings, 

which then becom
e full-grown 

trees, com
pleting the cycle. 

Tree Cycle Check List :  Can you find a... Seed? ___  Seedling? ___  Sapling? ___  Tree? ___  Snag? ___  Fallen Log? ___

Tree Cycle

The Need for

Trees™

™

Trees are very important to people, animals, insects, fungus, 
and even other trees. This is because trees provide so many things 

for people and the forest, including shelter, habitat, food and oxygen. 
This TRACK Trail Adventure will help you identify six of the 

most common trees found along this trail.

™

Use the pictures and text in this 
brochure to identify and learn about trees.

Just remember, for your safety, stay on the trail 
and be aware of your surroundings. Poison ivy 

likes to climb up the trunks of trees too... so if 
you see a hairy vine, Don’t Hug That Tree!

     TRACK your hike at 
       kidsinparks.com 
      and get FREE prizes!

Kids in Parks Founding Partners

TRACK Trail Partners

™

Kids in Parks... 

™

Thanks for joining us on the 
trail today!  Visit our website 

to fi nd more TRACK Trail 
adventures near you!

Providing a network of 
fun-fi lled adventures that get 
kids and families active outdoors 
and connected to nature.  

The next generation of stewards 
will help preserve the world’s plants, 

animals, natural lands and our heritage. 
What will you do to make a diff erence? 


