
 
Title: Leaf Characteristics and Keying 
 
Objective: Observe characteristics of leaves; review related vocabulary; 
use/create dichotomous keys 

Time: 10 minutes  

Materials Needed: A variety of leaves or Pictures of Leaves 
(Blackline master on CD)  

 
Directions: 
1. Each student takes a leaf card. 
2. Teacher calls out a characteristic (lobed/simple, alternate/opposite, etc.)  Students practice looking for the named 

characteristic in their leaf and split into two groups accordingly: lobed to the left, simple to the right.  The teacher 
then calls a new characteristic and students regroup. 

3. When the teacher is sure the students understand the characteristics, they can switch to keying.  “If your leaves are 
________, (i.e. coniferous) sit down.  Of those standing, if your leaves are ____________, (i.e. lobed) sit down. 
If your leaves are ___________, (i.e. alternate) sit down.”  Keep going until those left standing all have the same 
type leaves.  

Discussion Questions: 
1. Which characteristics are easiest to identify?  Why? 
2. Which were harder for you to remember or identify? 
3. How can identifying leaf characteristics be useful or helpful?  

Variation(s):  Do the same activity outdoors in the fall.  Have each student pick up their own actual leaf to use or 
have them bring one from home. 
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Activity 
Suggested Season: Any 
Suggested Grade Level: 3-5 
Indoors or Outdoors: Either 
Theme: Trees  
Topic: Leaf Characteristics/Dichotomous Keys 



 
Standards Addressed: 
Science: 0.2.1.1.1.; 0.4.1.1.1.; 0.4.1.1.2.; 2.4.1.1.1. ; 3.4.1.1.2. 
Language Arts : K.I.B.; K.II.B.; K.III.A.; 1.III.A.; 1.III.B.1.; 2.III.A.; 3.I.B.1.; 3.III.A.2.; 4.I.B.1.; 5.I.B.; 5.III.A.1.; 5.III.A.2.; 5.III.A.3.; 
5.III.A.4. 
Math: 
Social Studies: 

   

Background Information: 
• A simple leaf is a single unit and has neither indented margins nor leaflets. 

•  A lobed leaf has deeply indented margins. 

• Coniferous trees have evergreen needles that remain on branches year-round and have seeds in cones. 

• Deciduous trees have broad flat leaves that fall off their branches each autumn. 

 
Additional Resources: 
• Trees of Minnesota Field Guide, by Stan Tekiela 

 

•  http://www.uwsp.edu/cnr/leaf/Treekey/tkframe.htm 
Website where students can practice keying leaves 

 
Correlates with: 
Greeting – Simple or Lobed Handshake 
News and Announcements – Branch Drawings 



            
 

 

 

           
 

 

           Pictures of Leaves for Activity – Leaf Characteristics and Keying 
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