
Stay at Home Outdoor Education Plans for Spring 2020 

 

 

Grade Tree 

Recommendations:  For students in Grade 3. Adult supervision is recommended. Can be done 

indoors or outside. 

Purpose: Students will learn about the growth cycle of a coniferous tree with hands on learning to collect, 

germinate, and grow a Coniferous (cone bearing) sapling and hopefully plant a tree. 

Click Here or on the picture below for a quick overview. 

 

Materials: 

• Pine, Cedar, Fir or Spruce cone(s) or seeds 

• Soil or Moss 

• A tray or pot to start your seeds 

• A workspace where you can spill a little soil and clean up  

• Spray bottle or something that lets you add a small amount of water. 

• Camera, paper and pen or a device for recording the progress of your tree. 

How it Works:  

Students will gather open cones and then germinate and observe the life cycle of a tree as it forms roots, a stem 

(trunk), and needles as they care for it. The process can be recorded with notes or even photos as it goes. 

Step 1: Gather some coniferous (evergreen) cones. It’s best if they are open but not decomposing. “Hey, did 

you know that conifers have male and female cones, the ones we want to collect are female. They have the seeds 

and are the “normal” ones you probably recognize. Male cones produce pollen and don't usually open and fall 

from the tree. Some male cones don’t have the hard, scaly petals and look more like corn on the cob, don’t eat it 

though! Pollen is transferred from the male to female cones on the wind. Pretty cool hey?” 

https://youtu.be/4sfqeiB0yA8
https://youtu.be/4sfqeiB0yA8
https://youtu.be/4sfqeiB0yA8


 

Step 2: You have a couple options here; you can remove the seeds from the cone, or you can germinate the seed 

right in the cone. 

For Seeds: Bring the cones to your work area and then remove the hard, scaly petals from the cone to carefully 

collect the small (look like very thin pieces of brown paper) seeds inside. Place the seeds in a small plastic bag 

and put it in your freezer. Freezing your seeds tricks them into thinking it is winter, when they warm up, 

thinking its spring, they will be ready to sprout! This step might not be necessary if you gather seeds in the 

spring after they have already spent a real winter outside. 

 

 

OR 

For Cones: Bring the cones to your work area and carefully look in between the scaly petals of the cone to see 

if you can see any seeds. They will be small and, in most cases, look like very thin pieces of brown paper. 

Chances are if your cone looks fresh there will be at least a few seeds in there. Use a few cones, worst case, you 

grow too many trees! Put the cone(s) in a plastic bag and pop it in the freezer for a few days. Freezing your 

seeds tricks them into thinking it is winter, when they warm up, thinking its spring, they will be ready to sprout! 

This step might not be necessary if you gather cones in the spring after they have already spent a real winter 

outside. 

Step 3: Take your seeds/cones out of the freezer and bring them to your workstation, let them warm up on their 

own. 

For Seeds: Fill your tray or pot with soil, it should be moist but not wet or muddy at all. (potting soil or garden 

soil will work great) without packing the soil down, sprinkle your seeds evenly across the surface of the soil. 

You can tap the edge of the tray/pot to let the seeds settle in but don’t bury them. They like being on the 

surface! 

https://youtu.be/jDt-jOQMNkE
https://youtu.be/jDt-jOQMNkE


 

OR 

For Cones: Fill your tray or pot with moss, the moss should be at the top edge of your container so add some 

soil before putting the moss in if need be. Next, place your cone(s) on the moss. Give the cones a bit of space so 

they are not touching each other, and sunlight can get between them. 

 

Step 4: With the spray bottle, spray the seeds/cones with a gentle mist. Don’t overdo it. Spray bottles are fun, 

and it’s easy to get carried away but your seeds/cones don’t want too much water at this point. 

Step 5: After you have given them a quick misting, place the tray or pot in a sunny warm window. 

Step 6: Now for the hard part, waiting… It's going to take your seeds a few weeks to germinate, maybe even a 

month! There’s no for sure way to know when they are going to wake up and start growing. Every day or two, 

check in on them and give them a very quick mist of water…if they look wet from last time don’t water them. 

Step 7: When you check on them, record the dates and times along with what you observe. Make notes of 

things like the weather, if it was cool or warm, if you watered them. Anything you can think of. And of course, 

when you see them starting to grow! 

Step 8: Once your trees have germinated and started to grow, continue to water them with a small amount of 

water every day or two. Once the trees are a few inches high you can gently remove them from the tray or cones 

and plant them in their own pots! 

 

https://youtu.be/zj36IDrKkWU
https://youtu.be/rYV6BQfsSFo
https://youtu.be/rYV6BQfsSFo
https://youtu.be/zj36IDrKkWU


Step 9: Keep on growing! You can treat your trees like house plants now, watering them when the soil dries 

out, potting them in bigger pots as they outgrow the ones they are in. They won't be ready to go outside for 

months so get to know them! 

Step 10: Now that you have small trees it's time to decide what you want to do with them. You could research 

where your species of tree likes to live and then find a good spot to plant it outside or you can continue to grow 

it indoors and trim it and shape occasionally to be a beautiful tiny tree. Many Conifers make excellent Bonsai 

trees, a Japanese art form where you trim and care for the tree so it looks like a smaller version of a big tree you 

would find in the forest. Click here for more info on Bonsai 

 

Conclusion: Growing trees and other plants really can be a very rewarding and satisfying hobby and it can also be quite 

frustrating. It requires a lot of dedication and patience. Imagine being a farmer, responsible for making sure they grow 

enough food to feed thousands of people. That would be so stressful to make sure you do it right but also an amazing 

accomplishment to be proud of if your planning, patience and hard work is successful. The skills you practice and learn 

with this activity are some of the same skills professional growers use in forestry, agriculture and nurseries. 
 

Resources: 

If you have any questions or are having trouble finding seeds/cones, please email me at 

mcshanese@limestone.on.ca (Shawn McShane) and I will try and help you out! I’ll even try to mail some seeds 

if you can’t find any! 

Here’s a great tree ID resource: https://www.ontario.ca/environment-and-energy/tree-atlas 

Below are some curriculum documents. I have marked some criteria, prompts and questions you can apply to 

this activity if you would like to tie it into the Grade 3 curriculum. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bonsai
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bonsai
mailto:mcshanese@limestone.on.ca
https://www.ontario.ca/environment-and-energy/tree-atlas


 



 



 



 

More information can be found here; http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/ 

 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/

