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color season lasts several weeks, normally starting in northern Illinois counties by the third or
fourth week in September. Leaves’ colors begin to change during the second week in October in
central Illinois and by the last two weeks of October in the southern part of the state. The peak
of fall color in Illinois normally occurs by mid-October in northern and central Illinois and by
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Fall Color Destinations

Changing Colors
The changing colors of the leaves on deciduous trees make fall a beautiful
season in Illinois, bringing new wonders each day. Did you ever think about
why leaves change color?
Leaves change color in autumn as the hours of daylight decline and
the angle of the sun gets lower in the sky. The green pigment chlorophyll
dominates leaves in the spring and summer months. Chlorophyll absorbs the
sun’s energy and uses it to transform carbon dioxide and water into sugars.
As the duration of daylight and the angle of the sun decrease, chlorophyll
production is reduced, and it begins to disappear. Carotenoids, pigments
that have been present in the leaves throughout the growing season, begin to
appear as yellow and orange colors in the leaves. The yellow carotenoid is called
xanthophyll, and the orange pigment is carotene. Anthocyanins form in the
leaves of some tree species in the fall and produce red and purple shades. These
pigments develop from the sugars that are trapped in leaves. On warm, sunny
fall days, the leaves produce sugars. At night, as the air cools, plant transport
slows, and the sugars are unable to be transported from the leaves. The brighter
the fall sunlight, the more sugars are produced, and the more brilliant the

Glossary
anthocyanin

pigment that gives blue-to-red colors to plants
and their parts

carotenoid

yellow-to-red pigment found in plant oils and
in some animal fats

chlorophyll

green pigment found in photosynthetic plants

deciduous

tree that produces new leaves each year or
growing season

photosynthesis process in which the energy in sunlight acts
upon carbon dioxide, water, and chlorophyll to
produce sugar (glucose, a source of energy for
the plant) and oxygen; photosynthetic plants
are those capable of undergoing photosynthesis
pigment

a substance that produces characteristic colors
in organisms

Popular Destinations
Explore Illinois’ scenic fall beauty at these Illinois state parks and
recreation areas:

colors. Anthocyanins react to soil chemistry, affecting the color displayed in
the leaf. In acid soil, the leaf may be red in the fall. If the same type of tree was
growing on alkaline soil, though, its leaves might be purple in the fall.
Weather is the most important factor in how colorful leaves will be in the
fall. Ample rainfall in the summer leads to healthy trees with many pigments
and sugars in the leaves. These leaves will provide beautiful fall colors. Bright,
sunny skies in late summer and early fall lead to more red, yellow, bronze, and
orange shades on leaves. Numerous cloudy days during this period may cause
the production of more gold and yellow tints. In drought conditions, leaves
may drop from the trees without much color change at all. If the temperatures
turn too cold, leaves can die before they change colors. However, in some years
fall color is abundant even though weather conditions are not ideal.
Tree species that produce deep red, bronze and orange shades on autumn
leaves include red oak, sugar maple, flowering dogwood, persimmon, sweet
gum, sumac, and tupelo gum. Trees with bright orange and yellow tints on
leaves in the fall include sugar maple, cottonwood, wild black cherry, ash,
birch, hickory, sassafras, and tulip tree. Deep purple and red shades are the fall
colors of tree-climbing vines including Virginia creeper and poison ivy.

Forest Facts
Illinois has approximately 4.3 million acres* of forested land, 91 percent of
which is owned by private landowners. The forest industry in Illinois employs
about 68,000 people.

■

Apple River Canyon State Park, Jo Daviess County

■

Argyle Lake State Park, McDonough County

■

Beall Woods State Park, Wabash County

■

Big River State Forest, Henderson County

■

Ferne Clyffe State Park, Johnson County

■

Garden of the Gods, Saline County

■

Giant City State Park, Jackson County

■

Hidden Springs State Forest, Shelby County

■

Jubilee College State Park, Peoria County

■

Kickapoo State Park, Vermilion County

■

Lowden-Miller State Forest, Ogle County

■

Mississippi Palisades State Park, Carroll County

■

Pere Marquette State Park, Jersey County

■

Rock Cut State Park, Winnebago County

■

Starved Rock State Park, La Salle County

■

Trail of Tears State Forest, Union County

School Field Trips
Taking your class to an Illinois forest can be an enjoyable experience.
The following Illinois Department of Natural Resources (IDNR) locations
are excellent settings for forestry-related field trips. Sites marked with
an asterisk have an interpreter on staff who can help your students learn
more about the forest. Call ahead to notify the interpreter and other site
personnel about your intention to visit.

Scenic Drives
Scenic drives are a great way to experience autumn in Illinois. For
information about fall foliage scenic drives, call these organizations:
■

Illinois Bureau of Tourism, (800) 226-6632, TDD (800) 406-6418;
also online at www.enjoyillinois.com

Levels: Part A, grades K–5; Part B, grades 3–6
Subjects: English language arts, science, social science, physical
development and health, fine arts
Concepts: 1) Organisms change throughout their lifetime.
Species of organisms change over long periods of time. 2)
While every organism goes through a life cycle of growth,
maturity, decline and death, its role in the ecosystem also
changes.
Objectives: Students will: 1) describe some of the differences
between deciduous and evergreen trees; 2) identify patterns
in the changing of seasons; and 3) understand why leaves of
deciduous trees change color in the fall.
Correlation to Illinois Learning Standards: English language
arts 1.B, 1.C, 3.A, 3.C, 4.A, 4.B, 5.B, 5.C; science 11.A,
11.B, 12.A, 12.B, 12.E, 13.A, 13.B; social science 17.A,
17.B; physical development and health 21.A, 21.B; fine arts
26.B
Skills: observing, identifying relationships and patterns,
comparing and contrasting, inferring
Materials: copies of Student Questions; coffee filters; tape;
scissors; metric ruler; rubbing alcohol; at least six green
leaves; three pencils; three glass jars (none taller than six
inches)
Time: preparation, 20 minutes; Part A, 30 minutes; Part B, 30
minutes

Educational Resources
Arbor Day Poster Contest
Arbor Day is a national observance that encourages
tree planting and tree care. Founded in 1872 in
Nebraska, National Arbor Day is celebrated each year
on the last Friday in April. The Arbor Day Poster
Contest, sponsored by the Toyota Motor Corporation,
is held annually to promote Arbor Day and the
importance of trees. Instructional packets are mailed
each fall to all Illinois public and private schools
containing fifth-grade classes. Students are given a
theme to illustrate, which includes the words “Trees are
Terrific...!” The specific theme changes each year. Each
state selects a winner. From among the state winners,
one national winner is selected. The national winner,
his or her parents, and the teacher of the winning
student receive an expense-paid trip to Nebraska City,
Nebraska, where they participate in the National
Awards Weekend. For more information, contact
the IDNR’s Division of Education (see “Information
Resources” section).

Smokey Bear and Woodsy Owl Poster Contest
First- through fifth-grade students are invited each year to enter the Smokey Bear and Woodsy Owl Poster
Contest. Sponsored by the United States Department of Agriculture Forest Service, the National Council
of State Garden Clubs, and the National Association of State Foresters, this annual contest promotes fire
prevention education and conservation, emphasizing everyone’s role of self-responsibility for our environment.
Poster entries must incorporate the image and message of either Smokey Bear or Woodsy Owl. The entries for
Smokey Bear should encourage children to maintain a personal role in preventing wildfires. The entries for
Woodsy Owl should encourage children to maintain a healthy environment. Entries must be received each year
by December 31. For more information and the complete poster contest rules, contact the IDNR’s Division of
Education (see “Information Resources” section).

■

*Beall Woods State Park, Mt. Carmel, (618) 298-2441

■

Castle Rock State Park, Oregon, (815) 732-7329

■

Dixon Springs State Park, Golconda, (618) 949-3394

■

Ferne Clyffe State Park, Goreville, (618) 995-2411

■

*Giant City State Park, Makanda, (618) 457-4836

■

Hidden Springs State Forest, Strasburg, (217) 644-3091

■

Jim Edgar Panther Creek State Fish and Wildlife Area,
Chandlerville, (217) 452-7741

■

Johnson-Sauk Trail State Park, Kewanee, (309) 853-5589

■

Jubilee College State Park, Brimfield, (309) 446-3758

■

*Kankakee River State Park, Bourbonnais, (815) 933-1383

■

Kickapoo State Recreation Area, Oakwood, (217) 442-4915
*Pere Marquette State Park, Grafton, (618) 786-3323

■

Spoon River Scenic Drive, (309) 647-8980

■

Spitler Woods State Natural Area, Mt. Zion, (217) 864-3121

■

Pike County Scenic Drive, (217) 285-2971

■

*Starved Rock State Park, Utica, (815) 667-5356

■

Southernmost Illinois Tourism Bureau, (800) 248-4373

■

Walnut Point State Park, Oakland, (217) 346-3336

■

*Weldon Springs State Park, Clinton, (217) 935-0373

■

Western Illinois Complex, Clayton, (217) 894-6205

Getting Ready:

Identify a wooded site in or near your area. Make copies of
the Student Questions. While outside for Part A, be sure and
collect the green leaves needed for Part B. Also for Part B, cut
three 2” × 6” strips from coffee filters.
Doing the Activity:

Part A: Visible Changes
1. In the fall, take your students on a walk through a wooded
area with both deciduous and evergreen trees. Ask them
to find as many signs as possible that indicate winter is
approaching and to describe their observations. Colorful
falling leaves are easy to see, but encourage them to look
for animal signs as well (birds migrating, squirrels storing
nuts). Puddles, ice, frost and mud are also indicators of the
cooler or wetter fall climate. If you cannot get to a wooded
area, have students explore their school grounds, local parks
or gardens or neighborhood sidewalks for signs of fall.
2. Before going out, pass out copies of the Student Questions.
Hold a discussion outdoors in which the students share
their observations and answers to the questions.
3. When you return back indoors, have students draw or write
answers to the questions.

Part B: Invisible Changes
1. Tear up two of the green leaves collected on the outing into
tiny pieces. Place the fragments in a glass jar (not taller than
six inches). Do exactly the same thing for two additional
jars. Add enough rubbing alcohol to cover the leaf pieces
in each jar. (You can also divide your group into teams and
have each team use two green leaves and one jar to do this
demonstration.)
2. Tape one narrow end of the filter strip you prepared to the
side of a pencil. The rest of the filter strip should hang free.
Lay the pencil across the top of the jar. Adjust the strip so
that the end just touches the rubbing alcohol. The strip
should begin to absorb the liquid. Repeat the procedure in
the other two jars.
3. When the alcohol has moved about halfway up the strips
(at least an hour), remove them and lay them on clean
paper towels to dry. Observe the green bands (chlorophyll)
and the yellow and orange bands (other leaf pigments).
4. Discuss the fact that the yellow and orange pigments are
always in the leaves but are usually masked by the green
chlorophyll. In the fall, when the leaves no longer produce
chlorophyll, the other pigments show through.

Student Questions:

1. How many different leaf colors can you find?
2. Make a leaf rubbing. Take three different colored leaves.
Put each leaf on a flat surface and place a sheet of white
paper over it. Rub the side of a crayon back and forth across
the paper above the leaf. Use the color crayon that most
closely resembles the leaf color.
3. Find the following trees. If you or your instructor knows
the name of the tree, write it down.
A. The tree with the brightest yellow leaves.
B. The tree with the deepest red leaves.
C. The tree with the darkest green leaves.
4. A. What causes the leaves to break down into little bits?
B. What might these leaf bits do for the soil?
5. Do all trees lose their leaves at the same time?
6. Do you see any animal signs that indicate it is fall?
7. Do you notice any changes in the weather?

Enrichment:

Try the experiment in Part B with leaves that have already
turned color. What differences do you find? (Leaves show
very little, if any, green pigment.) How might this result be
explained? (Chlorophyll has broken down.)
Assessment:

Have students draw a sequence of pictures of a local forest
as it might change through the seasons. In each picture, ask
them to include at least three signs of the season, including
one human sign (clothing, for example), one animal sign (nut
gathering, for example) and one plant sign (leaf colors, for
example). Assess the pictures by checking for three seasonal
signs in each.

Project Learning Tree
Project Learning Tree is a national, award-winning, environmental education program sponsored
in Illinois by the IDNR. This program features hands-on activities that motivate student learning,
demonstrate values and ethics dilemmas and involve students in local action projects. All activities
include background information, evaluation suggestions, lesson objectives, procedures, vocabulary terms,
materials needed, time considerations and suggested grade levels. Activities are adaptable for grade levels
and student abilities. All of these supplemental activities are correlated to the Illinois Learning Standards.
You will find a sample Project Learning Tree activity, “Signs of Fall,” on this poster.
The Project Learning Tree Pre-K through 8th grade guide contains activities relating to trees, forestry,
the interrelationships between organisms and their environment and other ecological concepts. The
numerous appendices and excellent organization of the guide make this program very user-friendly. High
school modules on forest issues, forest ecology, and other related topics have also been developed.
The Project Learning Tree activity guide is available to formal and nonformal educators through
workshops conducted by trained volunteers. Each workshop is at least four and one‑half hours in length
and offers corresponding Continuing Professional Development Units for those educators desiring them.
At the workshop, participants will be introduced to several activities as well as to suggested teaching
techniques, ideas for using the activities and philosophies behind the programs. A correlation guide to the
Illinois Learning Standards and correlations to other programs, such as the Boy Scouts of America badge
requirements, are available. For additional information regarding this program or available workshops in
your area, contact the IDNR’s Division of Education (see “Information Resources” section).

Biodiversity of Illinois, Volume II:
Woodland Habitats CD-ROM
Biodiversity of Illinois, Volume II: Woodland Habitats provides supplemental information about Illinois
woodland species and habitats for the educator and student. This CD-ROM from the IDNR’s Division
of Education is designed in a field guide format that includes information about life history, Illinois
range, common and scientific names, status, habitat, classification and more. Illinois woodland species
representing mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, fishes, arthropods, segmented worms, flatworms,
roundworms, flukes, plants, fungi, protists, and bacteria are accessible. Each species is represented by at
least one photograph. The sounds produced by 83 species are available for the listener and are described
in the text for the hearing impaired. Descriptions and photographs of Illinois woodland habitats are
included, with each species linked to the woodland habitats it frequents. A description of biodiversity,
what it is and why it is important, is included as are resources, references, and a section on scientific
names.
The CD-ROM is formatted for use on Windows® and Macintosh® systems. Several search features
may be used. Help is available on each screen. For more information about this CD-ROM and others in
the series, contact the IDNR Division of Education (see “Information Resources” section).

Answers to Student Question #4:
A. Decomposition by water, insects, worms, bacteria and other organisms and processes.
B. Return nutrients to the soil, which will help the tree to grow.

Overview: In temperate regions, people can observe the annual
change of seasons. In autumn, leaves of many trees turn
color and fall to the ground, many animals migrate or
go into hibernation, the days get shorter and the air gets
cooler. This pattern repeats itself every year.

*Argyle Lake State Park, Colchester, (309) 776-3422

■

Background:

Seasonal changes result from the angle of the earth’s axis
and the earth’s movement around the sun. Angled toward the
sun at 23.5 degrees, the Northern Hemisphere experiences
its summer from late June to late September. The summer
solstice (on or about June 21) occurs when the sunlight hits
the Northern Hemisphere perpendicular to the earth’s axis.
With the sun directly overhead, the Northern Hemisphere
has longer and warmer days. At the same time, the Southern
Hemisphere—angled away from the sun—experiences shorter
and colder days, marking its winter. As the earth revolves halfway around the sun, the winter solstice (on or about December
22), beckons winter to the Northern Hemisphere and summer
to the Southern Hemisphere.
As winter approaches in temperate regions, animals begin
to prepare for the cold. Some animals migrate to warmer areas
where there is more shelter and food, while others gather food
or add an extra layer of fat or fur to keep warm.
The colder temperatures and shorter days also trigger
responses in plants. Deciduous trees begin to undergo changes.
The cells at the base of each leaf stem begin to die, forming
a barrier that keeps water and nutrients from traveling to the
leaf. Chlorophyll, the green pigment in the leaves, starts to
break down, and other leaf pigments begin to show through.
These pigments produce the various and brilliant shades of red,
orange and yellow that we see in autumn leaves.
(NOTE: Red pigments were not present from the start; they
form as a result of chemical reactions as weather turns cold and
photosynthesis slows.)
As the cells die, they also weaken the leaf ’s attachment to
the twig. When the attachment breaks, the leaf falls to the
ground. With the leaves gone, the tree is less likely to suffer
damage from freezing. However, without leaves the tree cannot
photosynthesize; therefore, deciduous trees remain dormant in
the winter until the longer days and warmer weather of spring
trigger their new cells, and leaves, to grow.

■

Greater Alton/Twin Rivers Fall Color Caravan, (800) 258-6645

Learning Activity
A Project Learning Tree Activity
Used with permission of the American Forest Foundation

Apple River Canyon State Park, Apple River, (815) 745-3302

■

*One acre is approximately equal to the area of one football field.

Signs of Fall

■

Information Resources
Contact the following organizations to learn about available forestry-related educational materials. You
will find educational tools such as posters, lessons, activities, trunks of materials for loan, publications,
and other items to use with your class.

Illinois Department of Natural Resources

National Association of State Foresters

Division of Education
One Natural Resources Way
Springfield, IL 62702-1271
(217) 524-4126
dnr.teachkids@illinois.gov

444 North Capitol Street NW, Suite 540
Washington, DC 20001
nasf@sso.org
www.stateforesters.org

http://dnr.state.il.us/lands/education
Illinois Department of Natural Resources

Society of American Foresters

Division of Forest Resources
One Natural Resources Way
Springfield, IL 62702-1271
(217) 785-8774

5400 Grosvenor Lane
Bethesda, MD 20814
(301) 897-8720
www.safnet.org

http://dnr.state.il.us/conservation/forestry
Illinois Forestry Development Council

W-503 Turner Hall
1102 S. Goodwin Ave.
Urbana, IL 61801
http://ifdc.nres.uiuc.edu

United States Department of Agriculture
Forest Service

P.O. Box 96090
Washington, DC 20090-6090
www.fs.fed.us
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