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From Log to Soil 

When a tree or branch falls over in the woods, it 
continues to have a purpose. As a log on the floor of 
the forest, it will become a home to many living things. 
At the same time, the log will begin to decay, or rot.  
The reason it will decay is because of organisms 
called decomposers. The job of a decomposer is to 
break down the wood in the log so over time it 
crumbles and becomes soil. As a log turns into soil, it 
helps new things to grow in the forest. 
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The decaying logs that Tim and Peg step over in 
the woods are a community of living things. Logs 
provide food and shelter for many animals and 
insects. Tim and Peg’s plan is to look for evidence 
of what else is happening on a log.  

As Peg and Tim explore the forest, they think about 
the decaying that is going on all around them. Tim 
exclaims, ”I can’t believe we enjoy looking at 
rotting things. I really want to see evidence of how 
logs are devoured, or eaten up, inch by inch.” 
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Peg and Tim teach the class that forests depend 
on rich soil. Rich soil depends on nutrients and 
many of the nutrients come from rotting logs as 
they decompose into the soil and return nutrients 
to enrich the soil. They share a list of questions 
about how to observe logs in the forest.  

Moss allows living organisms to grow and thrive on 
a log. These tiny flowerless green plants do not 
have true roots. They sprawl across the bark of a 
log and hold in the moisture. They have an 
important job to keep things moist on the log so 
other living things can have the water they need to 
grow. A smooth carpet of moss on a log helps to 
decompose the log and recycle its nutrients. Moss 
even provides shelter to small animals. Tim and 
Peg crouch down to get a closer look at the moss 
on a huge log with a magnifying lens. 
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Peg wants to observe one more thing. She 
examines evidence of new plant life all around the 
decomposing log. As they decompose, these logs 
recycle their nutrients to enrich the soil. Then, 
termites and earthworms help to bring air and 
water to the soil. As a result, seedlings sprout, or 
poke through the soil. Some will become ferns or 
ground cover, and others will grow into new trees.   

Peg realizes that it may appear useless when a 
tree falls in the forest, but it is vital to helping other 
things grow. It lets itself be reused! 
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Next, Peg locates a log with another decomposer, 
fungi (fun-guy). Fungi play a key role in decomposing 
logs found on the forest floor. To begin with, fungi 
grow out of a rotting log. Next, they break down the 
wood and release its nutrients into the soil. This 
process makes the log spongy. Nutrients are the 
part of food that helps things grow, just like vitamins 
help us grow. Then, plants absorb, or pull in, the 
nutrients from the soil. Finally, animals and insects 
eat the plants and benefit from the nutrients. 
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Many animals also consume the fruity part of 
the fungus, a mushroom. People can eat some 
kinds of mushrooms, but others are not edible 
for humans. This means they are poisonous.   

Earthworms live under logs. When a log totally 
crumbles into the soil, the earthworms take 
over. They act like gardeners in the forest. For 
example, like a gardener, they turn the soil 
over and over. In addition, like termites, they 
dig tunnels to let air pass through the new soil. 
This allows air and water into the soil to enrich 
it. After many years, the decaying log becomes 
a mound of rich, black dirt.  
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Peg and Tim observe a log that is covered with 
holes. Keen-eyed Peg catches a glimpse of 
something moving inside. “It’s a termite!” 
exclaims Peg. Tim remembers that termites are 
the secret of how a log becomes soil. They 
invade after the fungus softens the deadwood. 
Then they lay their eggs in the spongy log.  

Tim explains, “The worker termites munch away on the 
wood. You may wonder how they digest wood? Well, they 
don’t. The termites only chew and swallow the wood. 
Then, the digestive helpers, in their gut, break down the 
wood chips into nutrients. A colony of termites breaks 
down the deadwood and turns it into nutrients for the 
soil. Little by little, the log begins to crumble until it 
becomes soil.  

After the wood turns into soil, the termites tunnel in the 
soil to let air get in. This helps make the soil good for 
growing new trees. For these reasons, termites have a 
key role in helping forests thrive, or continue to grow. 


