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Key Themes and Ideas 
 

The Giving Tree gives us a platform to explore the delicate balance between giving and taking, and 

leaves us to make up our own minds. It helps us think about the relationships in our own lives -- the 

often subtle differences between healthy and unhealthy relationships -- and the very real relationship 

between nature’s limited natural resources and humankind’s greed.  The story also encourages us to 

consider the permeable line between children and adults.  
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Read the Story 
Before the session: Read the book to yourself, both quietly and spoken out loud. Practice reading it 

slowly and carefully. Study the pictures for details about the story, or for pages that may be worth 

lingering on. 

While you’re reading the story, take pauses and ask yourself questions about the story and the 

characters. What is the boy to the tree now? How does the tree feel about the boy at this point? When 

the tree says she is happy, is she telling the truth? What does it mean to the tree to be happy? What 

about to the boy? 

The message of the story, just like the relationship between the boy and the tree, is quite complicated. 

The questions above can have many different answers, depending on what page of the book you are 

on, and what sort of reader you are. Accordingly, there are many different ways to understand and 

interpret The Giving Tree. Before reading it to your child/children, make sure you have explored at 

least a few of these possible readings, using your own reflections and the discussion questions 

included here. 

During the session: Before reading the book, ask your child/children to look at the cover pictures, read 

the synopsis on the back of the book and ask your child/children what they think the story might be 

about. Here are some helpful tips to guide you before, during, and after reading the story: 

 Give them enough time to state what they think and feel.  
 Go slowly and speak clearly. 
 Spend time with each page and explain what is going on.   
 Pause while reading to ask questions of your child/children like the ones above, based on the 

discussion questions below, or based on your own reflection on the story. 

 Ask some questions from the list below (choose questions that seem relevant for your child/group 
of children).   
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 Make sure that everybody gets a chance to ask and answer questions. Don’t let the older, more 
confident, and/or louder children take over everything. 

Discussion Questions & Topics 
 

For Consideration Before the Session: 

 The book is meant to help us think about the dangers involved with both giving and taking. Why 

is it helpful to look at both dangers together? 

 If you spoil a child, are you showing the child respect? 

 Why does the boy act so selfishly? 

 What happens if we give too much? What happens next? 

 How can educators learn from the story? What about parents? 

o Are you/they making some of the same mistakes as the trees? 

 Can helping people too much be disrespectful? 

 Can helping people too much make them weak? 

o How are these dangers related or interdependent? 

 Why does the boy just take? 

 Where do you think he learned this behaviour? 

 Is the tree responsible for the boy’s behaviour in any way? 

 Why does the boy see himself as a victim?  

o Why is this victim identity so important to the story? 

 How might the tree be responsible for the boy feeling helpless to solve his own problems? 

 Is the tree a victim? If so, how? If not, why? 

 How might the way that the tree treated the boy when he asks for things make her partly 

responsible for the way that he eventually treats her? 

 Both the tree and the narrator refer to the boy as a boy even after he has grown up. How does 

the tree getting stuck treating the boy as a boy make it hard for him to handle adult responsibility?  

 Could the tree be fairly compared to the devouring mother from Freud’s adaptation of the Oedipal 

myths?  

 How might the tree be using the boy?  

 Who has the power in the relationship?  

 Could the tree be using her role as a nurturer to the boy to fill some other hole in herself?  

 Could she be stunting the boy’s development because she “needs” him to stay a child for the sake 

of her own self-esteem?  

 How could the tree have helped the boy in a way that respected him? 

 How would you feel if you were the tree? 

 The story doesn’t give a clear moral guide or even an obvious ending. What do you think the last 

picture means? 

 Was the tree really happy? Look at the different times the book says she is or isn’t to get clues. 

 What does “happy” really mean? Can it be easily and precisely defined?   

 Why do you think Shel Silverstein left things in such an unclear way? Is life clear? Do all parents 

do a perfect job raising their children? 

 How might the story be a metaphor for humanity’s relationship with the environment? This book 

was written in 1964 before we had a good understanding of climate change, but some people 

were already beginning to see issues with the way people treated nature. Is it more or less relevant 

now?  
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 How can the story help us think about ubuntu? 

For Discussion with your child/children: 

 What is the story about? 

 What kind of relationship does the boy have with the tree, and the tree with the boy? 

 What happens in the beginning, what happens in the middle and what happens in the end of the 

book? 

 How does the tree change? 

 How does the boy change? 

 Is the boy being selfish? 

 Is the tree being selfish? 

 What do we need to feel happy? 

 Why does the book continue to call the boy “The Boy” even when he gets older?  Why is it 

significant that tree calls him boy as well? 

 Do you know any grown-ups who act like the boy? 

 Does the tree respect the boy? 

 If you respect someone, how do you treat them? 

 The boy sees himself as a victim. Why?  

 How would you feel if you were the boy? 

 How would you feel if you were the tree? 

 How can the story help us think about our relationship with nature?  

Activity 1: Leaf Crowns 
 Supplies: 

• Paper 

• Stapler (with staples) 

• Glue 

• Leaves (or access to garden with leaves available) 

Instructions: 

Before the session: Make a sample crown using the instructions below. Also, take a survey around the 

area where you will be doing the lesson. If there are lots of trees and leaves around, make sure the 

area is safe for your child/children to explore. If there are no trees, you will need to collect a large pile 

of leaves from elsewhere and bring them to your child/children. Make sure you do not pick the leaves 

too early, as they will become too dry and brittle. If you don’t have access to leaves, you can also make 

paper leaves and colour them in with crayon or coloured pencils. 

During the session: Flip to the page in the book where the boy turns the tree’s leaves into a crown 

and “plays king of the forest.” Your child/children will now get a chance to do the same. Let them 

study the boy’s crown and think about how they might like to make their own. 

1. Start by making the base of your crowns. Take a strip of paper and bend it into a circle. Then, fit 

the circle onto the head of your child, adjusting the size based on the child’s head, then staple the 

ends of the paper together. Older children may be able to help each other with this step, while 

younger children may need to do it one at a time, with you helping each one individually. 
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2. Once all your child/children have their crown bases, let them go and hunt for leaves outside, or 

come up and grab leaves from your collection. Encourage them to try and think about what sorts 

of trees the leaves come from, as well as the different shapes and colours the leave take on. If 

necessary, your child/children can also cut and colour in leaves out of paper. 

 

3. Finally, have your child/children set their crown bases on the table and begin gluing leaves to it, 

building up the crown. Make sure your child/children do NOT use the glue while the crown is on 

their head, so that the crown does not get stuck to their head or hair. Once the leaves are 

added, place the crowns in a safe spot until they are dried. 

4. When all of the crowns are decorated and dried, let your child/children go around playing King 

of the Forest. Let them speak to the trees, play, and enjoy themselves.  

 

Activity 2: Paper Bag Trees 
 Supplies: 

• Paper bags (one per child)  

• Scissors 
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• Paint / markers (optional) 

Instructions: 

1. Distribute scissors and one paper bag to 

each child. Tell them to leave the bag 

folded and closed. Using scissors, make 

four evenly spaced cuts from the top 

(open) end of the bag until they are 

three-quarters of the way down to the 

bottom (see picture). 

2. Once the cuts are finished, open the bag 

up so the bottom expands to its full size. Then, using your fingers, press firmly around the edges 

of the bottom to create a solid base for your tree to stand on. This will serve as the roots of the 

tree. 

3. Once your base is solid, hold it in one hand, and with the other hand start twisting the rest of the 

bag in one direction. This will create the trunk of the tree. 

4. Once your trunk is solid, create branches by separating the strips created by the 4 cuts, and 

twisting each of these on their own. You can experiment with twist tightness and direction, giving 

your tree a wide array of branches (see picture below for example). 

 

5. OPTIONAL: Use coloured paper, markers, or paint to add leaves to your tree. 

6. Once again, after the activity, ask your child/children to think about what they have done. What 

have they made? What did they make it from? Where did the materials come from? Do they think 

the trees they made are happy? What about the real trees that got cut down to form the paper? 

Are they happy now that you turned them into something beautiful? Explain that, now that each 

child has their own tree, they will have a relationship with it, just like the boy in the story. How 

will they take care of your tree? What sort of relationship will they have with it? 
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Activity 3: Life in Tree Rings 
 Supplies: 

• Paper 

• Crayons 

• Watercolours 

• Paint brushes 

 

Instructions:  

1. Explain to your child/children that today you will be doing an activity about age, and how to 

measure it. Begin by asking simple questions: What is age? Do you know your age? How do we 

measure ages? 

2. Open The Giving Tree and ask about the age of the Boy. How old do you think he is? How can you 

tell? Flip through the pages as he gets older and older, and have your child/children point out the 

details that Silverstein uses to show his age (height, beard, hair, etc.). 

3. Now, ask your child/children: What age is the Tree? How old do you think she is? How can you 

tell? Your child/children may or may not have an answer, because the tree does not age as 

obviously as the boy. For a clue on how to measure her age, turn to a page that starts “after a long 

time, the boy came back again.” Here, the tree is a stump. Get your child/children to look closely 

at the stump. What pattern is this? Why might that be important? The answer is that we can 

measure the age of trees through Annual Growth Rings, just like the rings in the illustration. 

4. Give your child/children a brief explanation of tree ages and Annual Growth Rings using the Info 

Sheet at the end of this document. Let your child/children study the pictures closely, and if 

necessary, draw a sample set of tree rings on a chalk board or large piece of paper to help with 

your explanation. 

5. Once your explanation of tree rings is complete, tell your child/children that they will now get the 

chance to represent their own life and age using tree rings.  

Activity: 

1. Distribute paper and crayons to each child. Have each start with a small circle in the middle of 

their paper. This represents them from birth to their first birthday. Then, they should add a new 
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ring for each year of their life (i.e. 7 rings if they are 7 years old). Your child/children should push 

down hard with the crayon, as this will be important later on. 

2. As they draw, encourage your child/children to think about the information they’ve just learned 

about what sort of information tree rings contain. They not only tell age, but also the different 

types of events. Walk around and help your child/children to think about the different things that 

have shaped their lives so far, and how they might be able to express that in art. Encourage them 

to use different colours for each ring, to make certain rings bigger or smaller, etc. 

• For younger children, simple drawing rings may be enough. For older children, encourage 

them to draw symbols or write words that represent the different sorts of growth they 

experienced in each year of their life. If they had another sibling born, perhaps they can draw 

a baby. If they lost a relative, perhaps they can honour them by writing their name or drawing 

a picture of them. 

3. Once all the drawing is done, distribute watercolours. Your child/children can use the paint to fill 

in their trees, and also observe as the wax of the crayons resists the paint, leaving their lines and 

symbols unchanged. Hang the finished paintings in a safe place to dry. 

4. As a closing exercise, give your child/children the opportunity to present their tree rings to you or 

each other. This is an opportunity for them to practice speaking in front of their peers, and also a 

chance for them to open up about significant experiences in their life, if they wish. 

• You can also lead by example, presenting your own tree rings, and talking about your own 

experiences, as a way of opening up your child/children to the idea of sharing. 

 

Activity 4: Relationship Stories 
 Supplies: 

• Magazines 

• Paper (lined or blank) 

• Pencil

 

NOTE: The discussion portion of this activity may be too emotionally advanced for some young 

children. However, the creative activity involved can be done by all ages, and repeated more than once 
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to help your child/children understand its message. Use your judgment to adjust the activity to suit 

your child/children’s needs. 

 

Instructions: 

1. Open the activity with a discussion about the relationship between the boy and the tree in The 

Giving Tree. Use the questions below to help define healthy and unhealthy relationships: 

 What kind of relationship does the boy have with the tree? Is it healthy, unhealthy, or a bit of 

both? Use evidence from the book to support your ideas. 

 How does their relationship change over time? What causes it to change? 

 Does the boy respect the tree? Why or why not? How do you know? 

 Does the tree respect the boy? Why or why not? How do you know? 

 How does respect affect a relationship? What does a relationship with respect look like? What 

does a relationship without respect look like? 

• Ask your child/children to think about relationships in other stories or books they know, 

through the lens of respect and healthy vs. un-healthiness. Think of examples of both 

healthy relationships and unhealthy ones, and share them with the group. 

 Put yourself in the shoes of the boy. How do you feel about the tree? Then, do the same for 

the tree, thinking about the boy. 

2. Once you have discussed the different sort of relationships, and how complicated a single 

relationship can be for both of the people (or trees) involved, distribute old magazines, paper, and 

pencils to your child/children. 

3. Your child/children should flip through their magazine and look for a picture displaying some sort 

of relationship. It can be two people, one person and nature, two animals, an animal and a tree, 

or anything. Then, have them spend a few minutes imagining what the relationship in the picture 

is about. Have them put themselves in the shoes of the people/creatures featured and use their 

imaginations to create some sort of story that explains the picture. 

4. Once they have come up with a basic story idea, have your child/children write down the 

relationship they imagined (note: young children who are not yet reading and writing can either 

draw pictures or just describe the relationship to you). How did the relationship start? What 

emotions were shared? Is it a respectful relationship? Why or why not? How did the relationship 

change over time? 

5. After your child/children have had enough time to develop their stories, allow them to present 

their stories to the group or to you. They should hold up the picture they chose and explain the 

relationship they imagined in it. They should talk about whether they think the relationship is 

healthy or unhealthy, and why, using details they created. 

Activity 5: Finger Painting Tree 
 Supplies: 

• Paint and crayons 

• Materials from the natural environment (twigs, leaves, soil etc.) 

• Pencils 

• Glue 

• An A4 piece of white paper 

• Green coloured paper or green paint or crayons to colour in with 

Instructions: 
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1. On the green piece of paper, ask your child/ children to draw 3 outlines of their hand. If you don’t 

have a piece of green coloured paper, use a white piece of paper that has been coloured in with 

green paint or crayons. Remember to leave it to dry if you do use paint. 

2. On another piece of plain A4 piece of paper, ask the children to draw the outline of a big tree trunk 

using their pencils. They should remember to leave room for the branches and leaves. 

3. Gather the twigs and soil collected from the natural environment and paste these with glue to 

decorate the trunk outline. 

4. Once it is dry, stick the hand outlines on the top of the tree trunk to form the branches of the tree. 

5. Prepare the children’s paints and show them how to use their fingers to stamp the paint onto the 

tree branches to make them be the leaves and fruits of their trees. Give children enough time to 

show their talents and skills and then ask them to explain what is growing on their trees and why 

they chose the colours that they did. 

Activity 6: Giving Tree Sequencing 
 Supplies: 

• A copy of the Giving Tree Sequencing Template 

• recycled cardboard 

• glue 

• crayons or coloured pencils 

• a pair of scissors 

Instructions: 

1. Get creative and colour in the activity page with bright patterns or colours that you like. You 

can use coloured pencils or crayons. 

2. Then, use your glue to stick the page that you coloured in onto the piece of recycled 

cardboard. You could use a cardboard box or an old cereal box for example. 

3. Carefully cut out the individual sequencing cards so that each card now has its own firm 

backing. 

4. Arrange the cards in the correct order and tell your own story to your family or friends as you 

describe what is happening in the different cards.  

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Thanda is a non profit organisation based in rural Mtwalume, KwaZulu Natal South Africa. Our 

curriculum is made up of activities that we have developed over 12 years. The ideas and inspiration 

for our activities come from is a wonderful combination of educators, books, websites, YouTubers, 

and other places and people on the internet. We are very grateful for all of them. Where we use 

ideas or activities directly from a source, we always endeavour to give credit to the creator.  We do 

not endeavour to profit from these story studies, we only wish to add value to the lives of people we 

may have the opportunity of crossing paths with. 
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