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Tree ID Basics

• Deciduous vs Conifer

• Branching Patterns
• Opposite

• Alternate

• Whorled

• Leaf Types
• Simple

• Pinnately compound

• Palmately compound

• Bi-pinnately compound

• Key characteristics



Deciduous vs Conifer



What is a leaf?



Leaf Shapes

Simple Leaf
- single leaf blade



Leaf Shapes

Pinnately compound leaf
- multiple leaflets
- number of leaflets can play a 

critical role in identification

Leaflets

Rachis



Leaf Shapes

Palmately compound
- all leaflets oriented 

around a single point



Leaf Shapes

Bi-pinnately compound
- many leaflets on what look 

to be multiple pinnately 
compound leaves



Branching Patterns

• Patterns – leaves, twigs 
and buds follow the same 
pattern on a tree:
• Alternate

• Whorled

• Opposite

Buds

LeavesAlternate





Branching Patterns

Opposite 



Branching Patterns

Whorled
• Three leaves originating at 

the same position on the twig

• In Ohio this is catalpa

Northern catalpa Catalpa speciosa

Leaves

Buds





Opposites

• Think MADBuck
• Maple

• Ash

• Dogwood

• Buckeye and horsechestnut



Sugar Maple  Acer saccharum



Silver Maple  Acer saccharinum



Red Maple  Acer rubrum



Blue Ash  Fraxinus quadrangulata



Green Ash  Fraxinus pennsylvanica



Dogwoods

Flowering 
Cornus florida



Buckeye

Ohio 

Yellow



Horsechestnut





What’s Left?  Alternates

• Oaks make up a large part of the 
alternates in Ohio

• They have a cluster of buds at
the tip of the twig

• They produce acorns – another 
good way to differentiate 
between the species

• We can split them into reds and
whites





Red Oaks

• Leaves have bristle hairs on the 
leaves

• Acorns take 2 years to mature



Northern Red 
Oak Quercus rubra



Shingle Oak Quercus imbricaria



White Oaks

• Leaves have rounded lobes with 
NO bristle hair

• Acorns take 1 year to mature



White Oak  Quercus alba

Shade Leaf



Bur Oak Quercus macrocarpa



Swamp White Oak Quercus bicolor



Other Alternates

Black Walnut Juglans nigra

• Pinnately compound leaves

• Large fruit

• Chambered pith



Other Alternates

Yellow-poplar Liriodendron tulipifera



Other Alternates

Sassafras  Sassafras albidum



Other ID Characteristics - bark



Other ID Characteristics - thorns



Tree ID is all about looking for key characteristics

If using a key those characteristics and terminology are
important to being successful
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