TREE TALKS FOR ALL:
Engaging Beginning Readers through Wendy Burk’s Tree Talks (Delete Press, 2016)

a lesson plan prepared by Abby Minor

Grade Level: This lesson is ideal for students who are just learning to read—those who
recognize letters and can make the sounds of many letters, but are not yet reading fluently. It also
works well with a group of elementary school students who have different levels of literacy, or
with an intergenerational group.

Time Frame: 1 hour, 20 minutes

Objectives: To engage beginning readers in literacy activities that they can fully participate in;
to grow confidence in reading and writing for those who are just starting out on their literacy
journey; to deepen students’ relationship with their local ecology.

Required Materials: 7ree Talks, by Wendy Burk; at least one tree nearby; paper (or notebooks)
and markers or pencils for students.

Optional Materials: Printed out questions from 7ree Talks; tape; tree identification book for
your region; camera; blanket for the group to sit on outside.

Introductory Notes: This is a lesson plan I developed somewhat accidentally while leading a
weekly after-school art and nature program for youth in my rural Northern Appalachian village. I
knew I wanted to lead the students to engage with trees, and to use Wendy Burk’s Tree Talks as a
model. What I didn’t anticipate was how liberating and exciting Burk’s book would be for
beginning readers. Because the trees communicate in strings of letters and sounds, those students
who aren’t yet fluently reading more standardized “talk” are able to read and speak aloud this
book in a way that they may not yet have experienced with other books. Then, with just as much
excitement, they are also able to write—to talk to trees, to hear what the trees are saying, and to
write down their own “tree talks” with confidence.

My students’ response to Tree Talks is a wonderful reminder that the “experimental” and the
“accessible” may be one and the same.



https://deletepress.org/wendy-burk/

SEQUENCE OF ACTIVITIES

Intro Circle and Warm-up (10 minutes)

Begin the class with a peaceful breathing exercise. Ask students to close their eyes, and lead
them in taking several deep breaths together. Ask students to think about their favorite tree. Lead
a short visualization, in which they are standing near their favorite tree. What do you hear, smell,
how do you feel, etc.? Then ask everyone to open their eyes when they’re ready, and go around
the circle and share something about their favorite tree.

Introduce Tree Talks, by Wendy Burk (15 minutes)

Ask students if they have ever talked to trees? Do trees talk back? How do trees talk?

Tell students that today we are going to interview trees. We’re going to take inspiration from this
book called Tree Talks by a poet named Wendy Burk. Read aloud the first paragraph of the
introduction. Ask students, what is an “interview”?

Once the group has established that an interview consists of an exchange between two beings—a
series of questions and answers—invite students to take a look at this book, and choose a section
to read together. Ask for a volunteer to read aloud a question (this will be a more confident
reader; or, the teacher can read the question aloud.) Then, ask for a volunteer to read aloud the
tree’s answer—make sure all students can see the pages of the book, as though you are sharing a
picture book.

Give all students a chance to read aloud some of the trees talking. Students who are not yet
reading fluently will likely be very excited to encounter letters and sounds in a book that they are
confidently able to read aloud! Students of different reading levels are generally excited by the
chance to make “strange” sounds and to imagine trees talking.

Conducting Tree Interviews (40 min)

Once the group has encountered Tree Talks, lead students outside—to a single tree, or woods, or
whatever you have! Depending on students’ reading levels, you can do some/all of the following:

e In a circle, ask students: How we should go about our own tree interviews? What kinds
of questions do you want to ask? What kind of listening will we need to do?

e If students won’t be able to write out their own questions, the teacher can: Write out the
questions students articulate on a large sheet of paper for all to see (and copy if they
wish); and/or, have a handful of questions from 7Tree Talks typed up for students to choose
and tape into their notebook; or, skip writing out questions, and invite students to simply
ask their questions to the trees, and record what they hear.

e Invite students to do find a tree they want to interview, and to spend at least 10 minutes
with it. Remind them that they can write down any sounds or they hear, feel, and/or
understand. They can also draw.




e Note the time the interview process starts.

e As the students work, go around and ask students what they are asking, hearing, feeling.
Invite students to move on to a new tree when they are ready.

e Ifpossible, help students identify the tree species they are interviewing.

e Optional: have a camera, and invite students to take a picture of their tree.

Sharing and Reflecting (15 minutes)

e Bring the group back together. Invite students to share questions, answers, feelings, and
drawings. Celebrate our work!

e Students may enjoy marking their interviews with the date, time, and species of tree, as in
Tree Talks. The teacher may write out this information on a large sheet of paper for all to
see and copy.

Creating A Tree Talks Booklet for the Group (after class)

Invite students to turn in their work to be included in a group booklet. The teacher can type up
student interviews, and compile a booklet that includes photos and/or drawings of the trees
students spent time with. Display at your local public library or nature center!

REFLECTION FROM WENDY BURK

“This lesson expands my mind about how 7ree Talks can be useful to readers and writers. When [
was working on it, [ definitely felt a sense similar to what your students did—that putting the
letters and punctuation marks down on the page in that way made it easier for me to accomplish
the writing. (Because even though I'm a fluent reader and writer, I have always struggled to get
creative writing done, and I still do, whether it is starting a project or seeing it through to
completion.) I feel a sense of hope and excitement knowing that your students were able to have
that breakthrough and, also, to experience listening and quiet engagement out in the woods.”




