
Drawing Succession  
 
OBJECTIVE 
Forest Succession represents a complex process where 
species composition shifts through time.  Competition 
drives this shift thereby altering the forest or habitats 
through time.  The key to understanding the successional 
process lies in understanding that all organisms (including 
plants) have a particular niche, or set of conditions, in 
which they successfully compete for resources.  As the 
conditions change through time (shrubs growing and 
shading out herbaceous vegetation for example) new 
species assume dominance.  Disturbances, like fire, impact 
succession by advancing succession to later stages or reverting the process back to the initial stage.  In this 
activity, the learner will draw the successional process along a timeline, labeling the five stages of 
secondary succession, and describe the reasons for the change. 
 
ACTIVITY 
This activity explores succession through drawing.  Instead of simply explaining succession to students, 
teachers can have them draw the different stages along a timeline as the process is explained.  This way, 
students have a visual record of how succession works and have fun while they create the record.  Begin by 
giving a short explanation of succession and defining the two main types of succession: primary and 
secondary succession.  Give students a template on which they can draw their successional timeline and 
colored pencils or crayons.  Describe a secondary succession example, such as a fire that burns all the 
existing vegetation and restarts secondary succession at the herbaceous stage, to create a starting place.  
Explain what types of plants would invade this new habitat type and draw this first section of the timeline on 
the board (use the Forest Succession Timeline Diagram as a guideline).  Then allow yours students time (5 
minutes) to draw their interpretation of the herbaceous stage.  Also, allow them to make some brief notes that 
describe what types of plants dominate any given stage and characteristics that define the stage.  This can be 
done under the timeline similar to the Forest Succession Timeline Diagram you have.  Continue through all 
the stages until you’ve completed the timeline.  Follow up with a discussion. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Once students have drawn all five successional stages, they should feel comfortable with how succession 
occurs over time.  However, examples of how disturbances factor into succession and its importance in 
maintaining diverse habitats must still be covered.  At this point, you can either complete the Succession and 
Habitat Diversity Activity (Siskiyou Environmental Education Center’s Forest Ecology Kit) or wrap up with 
a short discussion that bring home these points.  Suggest a few different disturbances scenarios that students 
can discuss potential outcomes (fire: understory and intense crown fires, wind storms, volcanoes, timber 
clearcuts, etc.  See the Teacher Cheat Sheet from the Succession and Habitat diversity Activity for info on 
these disturbances).  Students should grasp the concept that forests are dynamic and ever changing.  When 
natural disturbances are allowed to act on our forests, a mosaic of habitat types will form.  Human actions 
and intervention often change patterns causing disturbances to occur less frequently and at higher intensity 
(especially with fire).  This decreases the mosaic of successional stages since an intense disturbance shifts an 
entire area back to the herbaceous stage instead of smaller portions of the area.  A forest with multiple 
successional stages present supports a greater diversity of different plants and animals. 
 

Appropriate grades: 5th – 9th 
Time required: 45 minutes -1 hour  
Benchmarks achieved: Unifying Concepts 
and Processes 
Materials: Background information on 
succession, Forest Succession Timeline 
Diagram to serve as a guide, timeline 
templates for students, some type of chalk or 
dry erase board, colored pencils for students 
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