
You Can’t See the Forest for the Trees 
 

Grade Level: 6 
 
Subject: Science 
 
GPS: M6A2a 
 
Time Required: 1 hour 
 
Setting: Indoors in fall 
 
Materials: 
 Specimens of autumn olive with flowers or fruits, if available – one for every three students 
 Copy page of advertisements from a forestry commission, an online nursery, and an invasive 
  species organization – one for every three students 
 Copy page of The Problem with Invasives – one for every three students 
 
Objectives:  
 Students will analyze the ways information is targeted to different audiences, understand how 
people have introduced native plants into natural areas, and calculate the reproductive potential of an 
invasive plant. Students will consider relationships between varying quantities and analyze and 
describe patterns arising from mathematical rule tables and graphs. 
 
Vocabulary:  
 Native Plant – a plant that occurs naturally in a specific area or habitat 
 Non-Native Invasive Plant – a fast-growing plant that is brought into an area where it does not 
  live naturally and results in an adverse effect on the environment 
 
Background: 
 Although non-native invasive plants are detrimental to native plants and ecosystems, they are 
sold at many retail nurseries and even recommended in government publications for planting by the 
general public. In this activity students will check out ads that promote the desirable characteristics of 
the non-native invasive plant called autumn olive. Autumn olive sounds like a nice plant. The name 
has a certain ring to it, bringing to mind bright colors and food. Yet this shrub – once promoted as a 
wildlife food plant, landscape plant, and restoration plant – has a darker side. The exact qualities that 
made the plant desirable for one purpose are the qualities that help the plant invade areas where it was 
never intended to go! Through simple calculations, the students will realize how the promise of 
“abundant fruit” can be a problem if the plant has invasive tendencies. 

 
Activity: 
 Divide students into groups of three. 
 
1.) Bring in a branch from an autumn olive tree.  Ask students to describe the leaves, bark, and 
fruits.  Talk about whether it is an attractive plant or not. Discuss why someone might want it in his or 
her yard. 
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2.) Check out the ads.  Pass out copies of the three autumn olive advertisements. The first is slightly 
adapted from an Alabama Forestry Commission flyer. The second is a standard landscape description 
used by several nurseries on the internet. The third is combined information from the Plant Invaders of 
Mid-Atlantic Natural Areas and Invasive.org Web sites. Discuss these questions: 

• Who do you think wrote each description? 
• Who were the descriptions written for? 
• Why are the descriptions so different? Look at the words the writers used to accentuate the 

plant’s characteristics. 
 
3.) Look closer at abundant fruit production.  Each of the descriptions mentions the production of 
fruit, but in very different terms. Discuss these questions: 

• How might the abundant fruits produced by autumn olive be a blessing? Who would benefit? 
• How might the abundant fruits be a problem? 

 
4.) Calculate autumn olive’s reproductive potential.  Ask students to complete the problem on the 
bottom of the last page by calculating how many autumn olive shrubs and seeds there would be in nine 
years. Have them complete a table like the one below with their answers. 
 

Year Mature Plants Seeds Immature Plants
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

 
Answer Key    

Year Mature Plants Seeds Immature Plants
1 0 0 1
2 0 0 1
3 0 0 1
4 1 66,000 0
5 1 66,000 59,400
6 1 66,000 118,800
7 1 66,000 178,200
8 59401 3,920,466,000 178,200
9 118801 7,840,866,000 3,528,538,200

 
5.) Draw graphs of the Autumn Olive’s population changes. Make a line graph where the X axis 
equals the number of years and the Y axis equals the number of seeds. Make a second graph where the 
X axis equals the number of years and the Y axis equals the number of mature plants. Plot the points 
and connect the points with a line.   
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6.) Discuss potential limits to the population.  Ask students if there would really be that many shrubs 
in nine years. (Fortunately, autumn olive doesn’t produce as many seeds in the woods as in landscape 
situations, and not all of the seedlings would survive! For example, seedlings might die because of 
competition with other plants for water, nutrients, and sunlight. Herbivores might eat the leaves, stems, 
or fruits. People might mow, herbicide, or burn the seedlings. Disease or fungus might affect the 
plants.) Remind students that not all of these factors affect plants equally. One of the advantages that 
invasive plants have over native plants is a lack of predators, diseases, and fungi in their new homes. 
For example, many birds and mammals eat autumn olive fruits, but the seeds appear to pass through 
their digestive systems intact and ready to germinate – often far from the parent tree! Recalculate the 
problem assuming that only 25% of the seedlings survive. 
 
Evaluation:  
 Students should design and write their own landscape tags for autumn olive. They should 
include information they think is important for homeowners to know when purchasing an invasive 
plant. 
 
Extension:  
 Find out how scientists gather information.  Instead of using existing information on average 
seed production, have students calculate it themselves. In late summer or early fall, locate an autumn 
olive tree laden with fruit. Ask students to remove all the fruit from the tree. Count and weigh the fruits. 
One source says the average tree produces 30 pounds of fruit. How close to this average was the tree 
they analyzed? Ask the students how many trees they would need to evaluate before they could 
confidently state the average fruit-bearing capacity for their area. What would they need to take into 
consideration (size of trees, density of stand, location, habitat, seasonal variations, and competition)? 
Ask each team of students to collect 20 fruits in a cup.  Instruct students to squash the fruits and count 
the number of seeds. Find a class average for the seeds in each fruit. Given the number of fruits on the 
tree, approximately how many seeds did the tree produce? 
 
References: 
 Adapted with permission from Invaders of the Forest 2005 WEEB, WDNR, Park People of 
Milwaukee County 
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Text Box
http://www.gaeppc.org/list.cfmhttp://www.invasive.org/http://dictionary.reference.com/http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_PageNonnative Invasive Plants of Southern Forests by James H Miller




