
Tree Identification 
Section 



In the process of identifying 
trees, there is a logical sequence 

to identify the correct tree… 

The “instrument” that is used to 
select the correct tree is a 

dichotomous key . 



What is a dichotomous key? 
Dichotomous means "having two equal parts". A key is a tool used to identify 

organisms. A dichotomous key provides a series of choices between two related 

characteristics. Each pair of choices is known as a couplet. Making the correct 

choice each time will ultimately lead to the name of the organism.  

  

What tree is this? 

1a. leaves broad.......................go to 2 

1b. leaves needle-like...............go to 3 

2a. margin smooth.....................persimmon 

2b. margin toothed.....................elm 

3a. cone woody and elongated...pine 

3b. cone soft and round..............cedar 



When constructing a key, keep the following 
in mind: 

 Use constant characteristics rather than variable ones. 
 Use measurements rather than terms like "large" and 

"small". 
 Use characteristics that are generally available to the user of 

the key rather than seasonal characteristics or those seen 
only in the field. 

 Make the choice a positive one - something "is" instead of "is 
not". 

 If possible, start both choices of a pair with the same word. 
 If possible, start different pairs of choices with different 

words. 
 Precede the descriptive terms with the name of the part to 

which they apply. 



Artificial  

Classification 



Dichotomous Tree Finder 

A. Does the tree have NEEDLES…Go To D 

A. Does the tree have LEAVES…Go To B 

B. Are the leaves SIMPLE…Go To C 

B. Are the leaves COMPOUND…Go To C 

C. Is the branching OPPOSITE…Go To E 

C. Is the branching ALLTERNATE…Go To F 

D. Probably a conifer 

E. Probably a maple or ash 

F. Service berry  - Amelanchier canadensis  

An abbreviated example 



Eastern Hemlock (Tsuga canadensis) 

 Needles are 1/3” to 2/3” long, dark yellow green, and 
marked underneath with 2 white lines.   When attached 
to the branches its tend to have a layer look. 

 Bark on young trees flaky or scaly; soon with wide, flat 
ridges becoming heavily and deeply furrowed on old 
trees. 

 



Eastern Red-cedar (Juniperus virginiana) 

 Leaves are 1/16” long, and scalelike.  

 Red-cedar leaves are pointed 

 White-cedar are rounded. 



Eastern Red-cedar (Juniperus virginiana) 

 Bark is thin, ashy gray to reddish brown, fibrous, forming 
a more or less network of connecting ridges and shallow 
furrows. 



Virginia Pine (Pinus virginiana) 

 Needles in 2’s, 2” long and usually twisted. 

 Bark is thin and smooth, eventually scaly-plated.  Trees 
has a tendency to hold on to its dead branches. 



(one bundle) 

Eastern White Pine 
(Pinus strobus) 



Pitch Pine (Pinus rigida) 

 Needles are 3” to 5” long, in fascicles (bundles) of 3, 
yellow green, stiff, usually somewhat twisted, standing 
out at nearly right angle to the twig. 



Pitch Pine (Pinus rigida) 

 Bark is dark and very scaly at first, becoming 1” 
to 2” thick, and smoother with brownish-yellow, 
flat plates separated by  narrow irregular 
fissures. 



Sassafras 
(Sassafras albidum) 



Sweetgum                                
(Liquidambar styraciflua) 



Sycamore (Platanus occidentalis) 

 Leaves are 4” to 7” in diameter with 3 to 5 lobed.   
Margins are toothed.  Sometimes the petiole will be 
cupped. 



Sycamore (Platanus occidentalis) 

 Bark is brownish, soon mottled (brown and white) by the 
exfoliation of the outer bark exposing the lighter creamy-
white inner layers.  Bark near base of older trees often 
entirely brown and scaly. 



Red Maple (Acer rubrum)  

 Leaves are 2” to 6” in diameter.  

 Nearly circular in shape and usually 3-lobed (sometime 5-
lobed). 

 Margins are toothed. 



Red Maple (Acer rubrum) 

 Bark on young trees is smooth and light gray, eventually 
breaking up into long, narrow, scaly plates separated by 
shallow fissures. 



Sugar Maple (Acer saccharum) 

 Leaves are 3” to 5” in diameter and circular in outline. 

 Usually palmately 5-lobed and the margins of the lobes is 
smoothed. 

 Bark is gray, and on older trees deeply furrowed, with 
long, irregular, thick plate. 





Tulip Poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera) 

 Leaves are 4” to 6” in diameter, 4-lobed, and the margins 
are smooth. 



Tulip Poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera) 

 Bark on young trees is dark green and smooth, with small 
white spots.   Soon breaking up into long, rough, 
interlacing, rounded ridges separated by ashy-gray 
fissures. 



Northern Red Oak 
(Quercus rubra) 



White Oak 
(Quercus alba) 





Chestnut Oak  
(Quercus prinus) 
 Leaves are 4” to 8” long and 1 1/2” to 3” wide.  
 Nearly lanceolate in shape and the margins are coarsely 

rounded. 
 Bark is brown to nearly black, very deeply and coarsely 

furrowed. 



Scarlet Oak (Quercus coccinea) 
 Leaves are 4” to 7” long and 3” to 5” wide.  
 Margins are deeply 5- to 9- lobed and almost touching the midrib 

of the leaf.  Lobes are bristle-tipped. 
 Bark is dark brown to nearly black, broken up into irregular 

ridges separated by shallow fissures of varying width.  Tree has a 
tendency to hold onto its dead branches along the trunk. 



Cottonwood Tree  
(Populus deltoides) 
 Leaves are 3” to 6” long, 4” to 5” wide; with the margins being 

rounded teeth like.   Petiole is flattened, and at 90 degree to the 
leaf blade. 

 Light greenish yellow on young stems, eventually becoming ash-
gray and dividing into thick, flattened or rounded ridges 
separated by deep fissures. 



Cucumber Magnolia (Magnolia acuminata) 

 Leaves are 6” to 10” long, 3” to 5” wide.  Broadly elliptical in 
shape.  Margins are smoothed.  Yellow green in color. 

 Bark is brown, fissured into narrow flaky ridges and are reddish 
in color when rubbed. 



Basswood (Tilia americana) 

 Leaves are 5” to 6” long and 3” to 4” wide.   Broadly egg 
shaped and the margins are coarsely toothed. 

 Bark is gray to brown, breaking up into narrow ridges, and 
somewhat scaly on the surface. 



American Beech 

(Fagus grandifolia) 



American Elm   
(Ulmus americana) 



Black Cheery (Prunus serotina) 
 Lanceolate or spear-like in shape.  
 Leaves are 2” to 6” long and 1” and 1 1/2” wide. 
 Margins are finely toothed. 
 Leaves and twigs have bitter smell when broken open. 
 Bark on younger stems is smooth, reddish brown to black and has 

conspicuous, narrow, horizontal lenticels. 
 On older trunks, the bark is small, black, platy scales with upturned 

edges. 



Flowering Dogwood 
(Cornus florida) 



Horse-Chestnut 
(Aesculus 

hippocastanum) 



Red Buckeye 
(Aesculus pavia) 



Black Locust 
(Robinia pseudoacacia) 



Black Walnut 
(Juglans nigra)  



Smooth Sumac 
(Rhus glabra) 



White Ash                              
(Fraxinus americana) 



Bitternut Hickory  
(Carya cordiformis) 



Hickories 

 Leaves are 8” to 22” long 
depending upon species.  
Will have from 3 to 9 
leaflets, but normally 5 to7.    
Inversely egg shaped. 

 Leaves are 8” to 22” long 
depending upon species.  
Will have from 3 to 9 
leaflets, but normally 5 to7.    
Inversely egg shaped. 



Mockernut Hickory (Carya tomentosa) 

 Bark is firm, close, with low, rounded, interlacing ridges 
and shallow furrows. 



Pignut Hickory (Carya glabra) 

 Bark is closely and deeply furrowed with interlaced ridges 
often scaly or ragged on the surface. 



Shagbark Hickory (Carya ovata) 

 Bark is gray, breaking up into long thin plates which 
curves away from the trunk, thus giving it a shaggy 
appearance. 



Websites and Resource Lists: 

Tree Finder by May Theilgarrd Watts 

www.plants.usda.gov/index.html 

www.ukforestry.org (Staff - Doug McLaren) 

www.dnr.state.wi.us/org/caer/ce/eek/veg/treekey/ 

www.cnr.vt.edu/dendro/dendrology/idit.htm 

www.tenn.bio.utk.edu/vascular/vascular.html 

www.forestryimages.org/ 

 






