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This is the Tree
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Illustrated by Adrienne Kennaway

The ancient and extraordinary Boabab tree takes center stage in this poetic and informative story. Old as a volcano, the distinctive “upside-down” tree plays a vital role in the lives of numerous creatures. Buffalo doze beneath it; the bushbaby pilfers its flowers; elephants feed on it, and the turco bird nests among its branches.  

Nature discussion ideas:  

After reading the story, go back to the first pages. Reread, “This is the tree, when the world was still young, that pushed up through the earth as a small, tender shoot.” Begin a discussion of plant survival.  What are the optimum conditions in which plants grow?

Talk about the parts of a tree and how they work: leaves, branches, trunk (bark and core), roots. What does each part do?  

How can you tell the ages of trees? What are some of the oldest trees on our planet and where are they found? Do you live in an area of the country that has very old trees?  

Nature activities:

The tree in this story plays host to many kinds of wildlife. Go back through the pages, and list all the animals mentioned in the story.

Take a walk. Look for plant life that has grown under unusual conditions such as a crack in the sidewalk or a hole in the driveway. Look too, for plants that have pushed their way up between rocks, sand, or other unusual material.  

Experiment with growing conditions. Plant one seed in six different paper cups. Put one cup in a dark place and one in a light place. Water one cup regularly, and don’t water another.  Use good soil in one cup and sand or rocks in another. Keep notes on what occurs.  

Take sketch pads outside to sketch a variety of trees. Study the various shapes, leaves, and branching patterns.  

Make a list of how trees are used. Include the foods they provide, building materials, medicines, and other products such as dyes, rubber, rope, and fibers for weaving.  

To show how plants and trees absorb water, place a celery stick or white carnation in a glass of food coloring. Watch as it changes color.
Geography discussion ideas:

Talk about geography as the study of the earth. Geography tells us what various parts of the world are like. Discuss the importance of knowing where things are and how location relates to other things like weather, climate, and ecology.  

Where does this story take place? What type of land is considered to be the African plains?  What does this mean to the animals and people who populate the region?

Geography uses maps and globes.  Discuss the differences.  Discuss the many types of maps: road maps, physical geography maps which show climate and weather, relief maps which show topography, and others.  

Geography activities:  

Find Africa on the map. Locate Kenya and the African plains. What countries in Africa have the largest plains areas?   

Research where certain animals can be found. If you’re interested in tigers, for instance, where in the world do you find them in the wild?  

Draw a map of your playground. In one color, place any trees on your map that exist in this area. Then, using a different color, draw in trees that you would like to have in that area.  Tell why. (For example, shade, home for birds, etc.) What other things could you place on your map that are found here?  

Creative writing discussion:

Poets are able to write with skill and imagination.  After reading the story aloud, discuss:

What makes it lyrical or rhythmic?  What makes this poetry?

Does it create pictures in your mind?  How does it do this?

Can you see how words can be used to make pictures?  

Explain how people used oral communication before written language was developed and how it was easier to recite or sing stories to be passed along to other generations. Describe how these traditions are continued today.
Creative writing activities:

Pick an animal from the story and create a list of words you would use to describe it.

Turn this into a poem.  

Write your own poem about a tree.  Write it in the shape of a tree.  For Example:
I like the leaves on the top of the tree

They keep the shade on top of me

The trunk is hard

It makes a place 
To lean my back

While reading a book 
Or taking a nap.
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