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Adopt-a-Tree: Watercolor Painting 

Grade Level:  3 to 5 

 

Developed by Susan Riley and Erica Morse, Marlboro Elementary School, 
Marlboro, VT, and used in Grades 3 and 4 

Community Partner:  Susan Bull Riley, Fine Arts Painter, Marlboro, VT 

Overview/Rationale for Lesson: 
Children spend time observing and painting their trees, with a focus on look-
ing closely at colors and structures and learning to work attentively in nature. 

 
Learning Objectives: 

 Students will draw and paint their tree based on direct observation. 

 Students will mix watercolors to create colors they see in nature. 

 Students will spend time in close proximity to their tree, getting to know the tree and  
       its surroundings. 

 

Lesson Plan Procedure 

Preparatory Activity: 
Time:  5 minutes 

See Adopt a Tree: First Visit for introductory activities that precede watercolor painting, including 
choosing a tree, sketching and journal writing. 

Step 1.   Outdoors at Adopt-a-Tree Site.  Gather class in a circle at the site and explain the schedule 
and expectations for the day’s visit.  5 minutes. 

 Teacher narrative:  "Today the mountain *or schoolyard, forest, meadow+ is your classroom 
and I expect you to make good choices." 

Main Activity: 
Time:  60 minutes 

Step 2.  Demonstrate how to make a watercolor painting of a tree, showing and discussing each step, 
using a tree close by that everyone can see as a model.  20 minutes. 

 Teacher tells children to work on painting what they SEE, not what they THINK trees look 
like.  Example:  “People think tree trunks are brown and paint them with brown paint.  Look around 
and tell me what colors you see in trunks?”  Children respond:  “Gray, black, greenish, white 
striped.” 

 Teacher then models sequence of 1) pencil, 2) pen and 3) watercolor, demonstrating each step: 

 Use PENCIL to draw the ground first.  Teacher holds the paper vertically, so children can 
see, and draws a horizontal line near the bottom of the page, modeling how she draws 
the ground as she sees it. 

 Use PENCIL to make marks for the top left corner and the top right corner of the tree’s 
branches.  This will help you fit the tree on the page. 
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ROW-CTRIVER Lesson: Adopt-a-Tree: Watercolor Painting 

 Use PENCIL to draw the main branches.  Start with the biggest branches you can 
see.  Teacher uses the model tree as an example, asking students which branches they 
might draw first and drawing as they point. 

 Use black SHARPIE PEN (fine point felt tip) to trace over the pencil 
lines.  Pen makes a line that will show through watercolor paint. 
Press lightly with the pen and be sure to lift the pen off the paper 
when you pause so it does not pool up. 

 Use WATERCOLOR PAINT to mix colors for the tree parts.  Teacher 
shows how to dip brush in water, then into paint, cleaning the 
brush with water between colors.  Teacher mixes paint in the lid 
until it “looks right.”  Students discuss different greens and teach-
er demonstrates how to mix them. 

Step 3.  Students go to their adopted trees and work through the steps of pencil drawing, pen  
drawing and watercolor painting.  40 minutes. 

Teacher may ask to see each child’s pencil and pen drawing before handing 
out watercolor paints. 

Teacher circulates, reminding children of steps and discussing what they see 
in terms of colors, shapes of branches, etc. 

  
 

 

Conclusion/Follow-Up to Activity: 

 Children exhibit watercolor paintings on a bulletin board.  Optionally, you may exhibit  
photographs, poems, and/or tree journals alongside paintings.  

 Scan paintings to create on-line gallery of tree paintings for class website. 

 Create book of watercolors and paintings.   
 

Additional Notes on Lesson Plan: 

This lesson is part of the Adopt a Tree sequence, which begins with Adopt a Tree: First Visit.  See al-
so Adopt a Tree: Poetry Writing. This class did the poetry and painting activities on the same 
day:  they divided the group in half and switched activities after an hour and a half, with lunch and 
outdoor games between activities. 

 
Materials Checklist: 

 Watercolor paper (1 sheet per student, 8 ½ x 11”) 

 Pencils and erasers 

 Sharpie pens (black fine point 1 per student) 

 Watercolor boxes (1 per student or per pair) 
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 ROW-CTRIVER Lesson: Adopt-a-Tree: Watercolor Painting 

 
    Extension(s): 

    Adopt-a-Tree: First Visit  

    Adopt-a-Tree: Poetry Writing  

    Ideas for Hogback Tree Unit  

    Hogback Tree Study Book  
 

 
Developer’s Comments on Lesson: 

“We talked a lot about painting what you SEE instead of painting what you THINK.”  --Erica Morse 
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ROW-CTRIVER Lesson: Adopt-a-Tree: Watercolor Painting  

Useful Links and Downloads are available at http://row.ctriver.org/?page_id=193.  

 

CURRICULUM STANDARDS 

SCIENCE (Connections to the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks): 

Strand: Life Science (Grades 3 to 5) 

Topic: Characteristics of Plants and Animals 

1: Classify plants and animals according to the physical characteristics that they share. 

Topic: Structures and Functions 

2: Identify the structures in plants (leaves, roots, flowers, stem, bark, wood) that are responsible for 
food production, support, water transport, reproduction, growth, and protection. 

  

 ART (Connections to the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks): 

Strand: Arts Disciplines: Visual Arts 

Topic: Elements and Principles of Design 
 2.1: For color, explore and experiment with the use of color in dry and wet media. 
 2.2: For line, explore the use of line in 2D and 3D works. Identify a wide variety of types  of lines in 
the environment and in artwork. 
  
Topic: Observation, Abstraction, Invention, and Expression 
 3.1: Create 2D and 3D artwork from direct observation. 
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River of Words-CT River is a place-based poetry and art program designed to promote  

watershed awareness, literacy, and the arts.  It is offered in partnership with the Connecti-

cut River Watershed Council and funded, in part, by Mass Humanities and Mass Center for 

the Book.  Find us at http://row.ctriver.org 


