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H ow trees live and grow is a fascinating subject that 
some people pursue for a lifetime. But by knowing 
even a few basics, it is possible to better understand 

why some of the things we do to trees help their growth while 
others hinder it.

Not long ago a consulting forester wrote to the Arbor Day 
Foundation urging that an issue of Tree City USA Bulletin be 
devoted to the basics of tree growth. The forester wrote, “It 
continually surprises me just how little most people know 
about how a tree grows and functions.”

Think of the   
Next Generation

Most readers of this bulletin will fully appreciate the 
wonder of trees and the benefits they provide. Young people 
today do not necessarily have this knowledge or appreciation. 
Teaching children and young adults about how trees function 
can be a first step toward helping them to know how to main-
tain trees. It is also an important foundation for stewardship 
of the urban forest later in their lives.

Nature Explore, a collaborative program of the Arbor Day 
Foundation and Dimensions Educational Research Founda-
tion, has been designed to address that foundation for stew-
ardship by introducing young children to nature.  You can 
learn more at natureexplore.org. For older students, trees 
can be included in class lessons and discussions other than 
biology. For example, math can include calculations about 
size, volume, weight or the production of eco-services such as 
the production of oxygen or how much energy is conserved 
by shading. English can include a look at poets and authors 
who have made trees an important part of their work. 

Stewardship of trees in the future depends on what 
adults do today. Teaching the next generation about trees 
is an appropriate role for tree boards as well as teachers, 
church or scout leaders, and others who more routinely 
work with youth.
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This bulletin is in response to that need. It is an 
attempt at the bewildering task of condensing into eight 
pages material that easily fills scores of textbooks and 
scientific journals. But as impossible as that may be, it is 
important to know some basic functions, as the forester 
suggests. To many people, this is fundamental knowl-
edge, but to others it is completely foreign. Perhaps 
more importantly, in the pages that follow is an attempt 
to show how the actions and practices of humans are 
related to the needs of the tree.

The trees have offered their gifts to man.
But the glory of trees is more than their gifts;
’Tis a beautiful wonder of life that lifts,
From a wrinkled seed in the earthbound clod,
A column, an arch in the temple of God,
A pillar of power, a dome of delight,
A shrine of song and a joy of sight...

  — Henry Van Dyke


