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TREES: NATURE’S AIR CLEANERS –  

Understanding How Trees Help the Environment

Learning Objectives

By the end of this lesson, students will be able to:

 Understand that trees are important for keeping our air clean.

 Learn how trees take in carbon dioxide and give us oxygen, helping the environment.

Recognize that taking care of trees helps animals, people, and the Earth stay healthy.

Vocabulary

 Carbon Cycle: The path that carbon takes as it moves through the air, plants, animals, and soil 

Photosynthesis: The process that allows plants to make their food. Plants use sunlight, water, and air to grow 

and give off oxygen.

 Oxygen: The part of the air that humans and animals need to breathe, which trees and plants give us.

 Environment: The world around us, including the air, plants, animals, water, and land.

 Sustainability: Taking care of our natural world now so it stays healthy for the future.

Background Information

Trees are like nature’s own air cleaners! They help keep the air fresh and healthy for us to breathe. Just like we 

breathe in oxygen and breathe out carbon dioxide, trees do something similar, but in reverse. Trees “breathe in” 

carbon dioxide from the air through a process called photosynthesis. They use this carbon, along with sunlight 

and water, to make their own food and grow strong. During this process, they release oxygen back into the air, 

which humans and animals need to breathe.
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This process helps balance the amount of carbon in the air, making trees essential for a healthy environment. 

For example, think about a park with lots of trees. Every time you visit, the air around you feels fresh and cool 

because trees are working to keep it clean! By taking care of trees, we help them continue doing this important 

job, which is good for us, animals, and the entire Earth.
 
Activity Summary

Students will take a nature walk to observe trees around their school or home. They’ll collect a few leaves, 

examine their shapes and textures, and discuss how trees help clean the air. Back in the classroom, students will 

learn about photosynthesis through a simple craft activity that shows how trees “breathe” and release oxygen. 

 

Activity Instructions
 
Introduction

Begin by gathering the students and asking a few questions to spark their curiosity: “Why do you think we need 

trees? What would happen if there were no trees around us?” Encourage students to think about the benefits 

trees bring, like shade, homes for animals, and clean air. Explain that today, they’ll be learning how trees help 

clean the air and why that’s important for all living things, including humans, animals, and plants.
 
Main Activity

1. Nature Walk and Leaf Collection

o Take students outside to a safe, accessible area with trees. Explain that they’ll each find one or 

two leaves to bring back to the classroom. Remind them to pick leaves that have fallen on the 

ground rather than plucking any from the trees.

o As they walk, encourage students to observe the trees’ size, shape, and color. Prompt them to 

think about how trees grow and what they might need to stay healthy.

2. Back in the Classroom: Leaf Observation and Photosynthesis Craft

o Leaf Observation: Have students look closely at their collected leaves. Ask them to notice the 

colors, veins, and textures. Explain that the leaf veins help carry water and nutrients, which trees 

need to make their own food.
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o Photosynthesis Craft: For this activity, students will need:

	 Green and blue construction paper

	 Scissors

	 Markers

	 Glue sticks

o Give each student a piece of green construction paper to represent a leaf. On this leaf, they’ll 

draw small arrows showing how carbon dioxide goes in and oxygen goes out. Using blue 

construction paper, they can cut out and glue “oxygen bubbles” to show that trees release 

oxygen for us to breathe.

o Explain how this process is called photosynthesis and how it helps keep the air clean.

3. Wrap-Up: Hang the students’ leaf crafts around the classroom as a reminder of how trees work to help 

the environment.
 
Reflection/Discussion

To reinforce the lesson, ask students questions like:

•	 “What did you notice about the leaves we collected?”

•	 “How do you think trees help us stay healthy?”

•	 “What can we do to take care of trees around us?” 

Tip: Encourage them to share their thoughts and reflect on ways they can help protect and appreciate trees in 
their community.

Data Collection

During the nature walk, have students observe and count the number of trees in the area. Ask them to notice 

differences in the trees’ shapes, sizes, and colors. As an additional activity, students can count the different 

types of leaves they collect, noting unique features like color or texture. Back in the classroom, they can share 

their observations with the group, discussing how trees vary and what makes each one special. This simple 

data collection helps students appreciate tree diversity and understand their surroundings better.
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Discussion and Reflection Questions

1. Why do you think trees are important to us and to animals?

2. How do trees help keep the air clean? (Encourage students to think about the oxygen trees produce and 

the carbon dioxide they absorb.)

3. What would happen if we didn’t have enough trees? (Guide students to consider the impact on air 

quality, animals, and shade.)

4. What can we do to help keep trees healthy in our community? (Discuss ideas like watering young trees, 

not littering around trees, and planting new ones.)
Tip: These questions will prompt students to reflect on the lesson and inspire them to think of ways to protect 
trees in their daily lives.
 
Standards Alignment

This lesson aligns with the following NGSS and ELA standards:

•	 NGSS K-ESS3-1: Use a model to represent the relationship between the needs of different plants and 

animals (including humans) and the places they live.

•	 NGSS 1-LS1-1: Use materials to design a solution to a human problem by mimicking how plants and 

animals use their parts to survive.

•	 NGSS 2-LS4-1: Make observations of plants and animals to compare the diversity of life in different 

habitats.

•	 Common Core ELA SL.K-2.1: Engage effectively in collaborative discussions, building on others’ ideas and 

expressing their own clearly. 

Tip: These standards support observation skills, understanding ecosystems, and simple data collection.
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Optional Extensions

For a fun follow-up, students can create leaf rubbings by placing leaves under a piece of paper and coloring over 

them with crayons to reveal the leaf’s texture and veins. Alternatively, students can plant a small tree or flower 

in a pot to take home, where they can observe its growth and care for it over time. These activities encourage 

ongoing connection with nature and reinforce what they’ve learned about plants and trees.

References and Resources

1. Video: “Photosynthesis for Kids” – A fun, short video explaining how plants make food and clean the air. 

Available on YouTube: Photosynthesis for Kids.

2. Interactive Website: National Geographic Kids – Learn about trees, forests, and how plants help our 

planet. Visit: National Geographic Kids - Plants.

Tip: These resources offer engaging ways for students to explore the lesson topic further.
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