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BACKGROUND 
 
Many people are naturally curious and interested in the 
world around them (especially children!).  Being able to 
identify things in the natural environment gives a person a 
deeper understanding, awareness of, and respect for 
nature as a whole.  
 
The simplest method of classifying living organisms is to 
use a dichotomous key.  A dichotomous key allows for two 
choices of categories in which to place an organism.  If the 
organism does not have the characteristics of one choice, 
it usually will have the characteristics of the other.  You 
continue selecting between two choices for the organism 
until you have successfully identified it or "keyed it out".   
  

LESSON PLAN 
OBJECTIVES 
 
Students will be able to 
 
recognize and describe 

differences among living 
organisms 

follow and  develop their 
own simple dichotomous 
key 

understand the need for 
keys 

follow a simple 
dichotomous key for five 
tree species of the Beaver 
Lodge Forest Lands 

identify some common 
coniferous tree species 

follow alternative methods 
for classifying trees 

SKILLS &  
APPLICATIONS 
classifying living things 

observing 

 organizing 

using tools to assist in 
conservation 

VOCABULARY 

crown 

dichotomous key  

lichen 

silhouette 
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ACTIVITY 1 - Leaf Hunt 
 
 
PROCEDURE 
   
1. Have students place their leaves on their desk or table 

tops.  Ask for words that will describe each leaf (i.e. 
sharp, pointy, scaly, smooth, rough, green, brown, 
hairy, needle-like) and write them on the board.  

2. Arrange students, and their leaves, in groups of three 
or four.  Now, using the words from the blackboard, 
see if the students can arrange their leaves into groups 
(i.e. all of the needle-like leaves together). Have the 
students name and label their leaf groups (i.e. 
Smoothies, Bright Greens, Teeny Ones). 

3. Get three of the group members to close their eyes 
while the other group member mentally picks out one 
of the leaves.   

4. Now for the leaf hunt!  The three group members have 
to try and guess which leaf the fourth group member is 
thinking of.  They can ask "Yes" or "No" questions 
about the leaf (does it have sharp edges? Is it long and 
skinny?) until they can figure out which group it is in. 

5. Students take turns playing this guessing game. 
 
FOLLOW-UP 
 
 Discuss the variety of distinguishing characteristics. 

 

EXTENSION 

 Introduce common terminology used in tree 
 identification: 

 leaf: lobed, toothed, oval, elongated 

 branches: alternate, opposite 

 bark: furrowed, mooth 

Students do a leaf 
collection and classify 
the leaves according to 
their visual 
characteristics. 
 
MATERIALS 
 
Each student: 
 
 a collection of leaves 

from home  or school 

 pencils and paper 

 
 
SETTING 
 

classroom or  
outdoors 

 
 
DURATION 
 

45 minutes 
 
 
SPECIAL 
CONSIDERATIONS 
 

Never strip leaves from 
trees or plants as it could 
be damaging. 

Collect them from the 
ground instead. 
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ACTIVITY 2 -  Keying out Friends 
 
 
PROCEDURE 
 
1. Hand out one Keying out Friends Worksheet to each 

student. 

2. Explain what a dichotomous key is and why it is useful. 

3. Work through the "Stick Friends" key together with the 
class. 

4. Split the class into groups of six.  They will now be 
developing a key for their "Real Friends".  Have them 
develop their own key for their group and then present it 
to the class. 

 
FOLLOW-UP 
 
1. Was it easy or difficult to follow a dichotomous key? 

2. How could the key you developed help out someone 
who was new to the class? 

3. Would a dichotomous key have helped you to classify 
your leaves from the Leaf Hunt? 

4. Why is it important for people to be able to identify 
things? 

 

EXTENSION 

 Show students an actual dichotomous key (ask your 
 librarian). 

 
 

Students will create 
their own dichotomous 
keys and use them to key 
out their classmates. 
 
MATERIALS 
 
Each student: 

 Keying out Friends - 
(Attachment #1) 

 pencils 

 
 
SETTING 
 

classroom 
 
DURATION 
 
 45 minutes 



This page has been left blank for double-sided copying of the Activity Guide.
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Activity 3: What is it? 
 
PROCEDURE 
 
1. Split the class up into small groups or partners and 

hand out materials. 

2. Go  to  one  of  the  "What  is  It?”  activity  trail  sites  in  the  
BLFL.  Every tree species can be found at either of the 
indicated trail sites.   

3. Explain to the students what they will be doing.   

Part A: Students will use their worksheets to identify 
the tree species.   

Part B: Students will record information about the trees 
they are identifying and do bark and leaf rubbings to 
add to their field guides later. 

4. Find a fairly open site and demonstrate Parts A and B 
to the whole class.  When you feel confident that the 
students can follow their keys, allow them to spread 
out and try to find and correctly identify the rest of the 
trees on their sheets.  Remind them that they have to 
collect information and do bark and leaf rubbings for 
each tree.  

 
Hint:  Students will need to know the difference between a 

deciduous and a coniferous tree.  An easy way to 
remember which is which, is to tell them that a 
deciduous tree, decides to drop leaves and a 
coniferous tree, contains them. They also need to 
know alternate versus opposite branching and lobed 
versus toothed leaves. 

 
Part A - Tree Identification 
 
Use the visual clues on the front page of the What is It? 
worksheet to identify a tree.  To aid in confirming that your 
identification is correct, work through the dichotomous key 
on the back of the page.  Were you right?  If so, you can 
check off the tree as being found in the BLFL! 

Students will visit the 
BLFL and use visual 
clues plus a dichotomous 
key to identify five tree 
species within the 
forest.  They will then 
collect some information 
needed to create their 
own field guides back in 
class. 
 
MATERIALS 
 
Each student: 

  What is It? -   
(Attachment #2) 

 clipboard 

 blank paper 

 pencil 

 peeled crayon 

 
Each group: 
 
 a map of the trail you'll be 

following 
 
 
SETTING 
 
Anywhere in the BLFL 
 
DURATION: 
  
 1 - 1.5 Hours 
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Part B - Field Guide Information Gathering 
 
After correctly identifying each tree, the students should record 
some information about the tree.  Have them write down 
information that is useful to them individually (i.e. choose their 
own descriptive words that will help them remember what 
species the tree is). 
 
Students can do bark and/or leaf (needle) rubbings by putting 
paper over the trunk or a bough and rubbing a peeled crayon 
sideways over top of the paper.  This will create a nice imprint 
that can later be added to their field guides.  Make sure they 
label each rubbing with the tree species name. 
 
 
FOLLOW-UP 
 
1. What are the species of trees that you have identified? 

2. Which way of identifying was most accurate - visual clues 
or keying out? 

3. Look around you, which species seems to be the most 
dominant? Would it be the same in 100 years? 

4. Why would this information be useful to someone working 
in this forest? 

 
EXTENSIONS 
 
1. Take a closer look at trees, ferns, mosses or shrubs.  Have 

students create their own keys for them based on their 
visual characteristics.  Bring along some field guides and 
have students check to see if they have identified them 
correctly. 

2. Make a BLFL flag. Use one of the classified trees as the 
flag’s  emblem. 

Hint:  One of these trees 
is not found in the BLFL!

(Garry Oak) 
 
 
 
 
 

Hint:  Different 
characteristic features 

will have to be 
considered at different 

times of the year.   
 

If the deciduous trees 
have no leaves, students 

will have to rely on 
branch or bud 
information.   

 
Cones can be picked up 

from the base of the tree 
and used to aid in 

identification.   
 

? 
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ACTIVITY 4 - Make Your Own Field Guide 
 
 
PROCEDURE 
 
1. Discuss the variety of tree species that were found in 

the BLFL.  Write the names of the species and a 
description of their distinguishing characteristics on the 
blackboard (bark, needles, cones, colour).  Were there 
any other factors that helped to distinguish one 
species from another (where it was growing, how tall it 
was, was it in a sunny or shady spot)?    

2. Give each student six file cards.  They are going to 
make themselves a "Field Guide to the Five Main 
Trees in the  BLFL".  Discuss the important information 
which would be included on a card and design the 
format of the card on the blackboard.  Have them 
format their cards the same as the example on the 
board. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 

3. The students can then fill in their cards, using the 
information on the blackboard and from their field 
notes as a guideline.  Small squares of the bark and 
leaf rubbings collected in the field can be cut and glued 
onto the appropriate cards. 

4 When all five cards are completed students can make 
themselves a cover and staple them all together.  Each 
student will now have their very own field guide for use 
the next time they visit the BLFL.  Maybe they could 
take their families on an outing and teach them what 
some of the tree species are! 

Students will create 
information cards about 
the tree species they 
identified.  These cards 
will then be compiled 
into their own personal 
field guides. 
 
MATERIALS 
 
Each student: 

 6 index cards  

 colored pencils 

 bark and leaf rubbings 
from field trip 

 glue  stick 

 

SETTING 

 
   classroom 
 
DURATION 
 

45 minutes - 1 hour 

Tree’s  Name:  __________                Student’s  Name:  __________ 
 
Bark:     Leaf: 
(color, texture, cracks, rubbing)  (outline, color, rubbing) 
 
 
Buds:    Branches: 
(color, size, description)   (alternate, opposite) 
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Cathy 

 Column A  Column B 

1a Boys  2 

1b Girls  3 

2a Glasses  Andy 

2b No Glasses  4 

3a    

3b    

4a    

4b    

5a    

5b    

6a    

6b    

7a    

7b    

Stick Friends 

Attachment #1 - Keying Out Friends 

Sheri Lisa John Andy Tim 
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 Column A  Column B 

1a    

1b    

2a    

2b    

3a    

3b    

4a    

4b    

5a    

5b    

6a    

6b    

7a    

7b    

Real Friends 

Attachment #1 - Keying Out Friends 
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Tree Silhouette General  Description Found 
in  BLFL’s? 

 
Douglas-fir 

  large,  up  to  70  m.  tall 
 pyramid-like  crown 
 branches  spreading  to  drooping 
 young  bark:  smooth,  grey  brown 
 mature  bark:  dark  brown,  thick  ridged 

 

 
Western  
Hemlock 

  large,  up  to  60  m.  tall 
 crown  has  drooping  leader 
 downsweeping  branches,  “feathery”  

foliage 
 young  bark:  dark-brown 
 mature  bark:  reddish-brown,  rough,  

scaly,  furrowed 

 

 
Sitka  Spruce 

  large,  up  to  70  m.  tall 
 main  branches  horizontal,  branchlets  

drooping 
 young  bark:  grey,  smooth 
 mature  bark:  reddish-brown  to  grey-

brown,  thin,  scaly 

 

 
Bigleaf  
Maple 

  large,  multi-stemmed,  up  to  35  m.  tall 
 young  bark:  smooth,  green 
 mature  bark:  grey-brown,  ridged,  often  

covered  with  mosses,  lichens  and  ferns 

 

 
Garry  Oak 

  heavy-limbed  tree,  up  to  10  m.  tall 
 mature  bark,  light  grey  with  thick  

furrows  and  ridges 

 

 
Red  Alder 

  up  to  25  m.  tall 
 young  bark,  thin,  grey  and  smooth  with  

white  patches  of  lichen 
 mature  bark,  becomes  scaly  at  base 

 

***Hint  -  One  of  these  tree  species  is  not  found  within  the  BLFL’s. 
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A  dichotomous  key  for  5  main  tree  species  within  the  Beaver  Lodge  Forest  Lands. 
 

 
1.  a.  Deciduous,  leaves  broad,  seed  enclosed  in  a  fruit………….2 
        b.  Coniferous,  leaves  needle-like  or  scaly,   
                  seeds  enclosed  in  a  cone……………………………………..4 
 
2.  a.  Alternate  branching... …………………………………………. 3 
        b.  Opposite  branching,  maple-like  leaves, 
                fruits  2-winged  seeds …………………………………………..Bigleaf  Maple 
 
3.  a.  Leaves  lobed,  oak-like,  fruits  acorn………………………….. Garry  Oak 
        b.  Leaves  toothed,  fruit  cone-like,   
                up  to  2  cm.  long,  flowers  in  catkins…………………………... Red  Alder 
 
4.  a.  Needles  4-sided,  stiff,  sharp-pointed,  cones 
                reddish-brown  with  thin  wavy,  toothed  scales………………. Sitka  Spruce 
        b.  Needles  flat………………………………………………………5 
 
5.  a.  Needles  yellowish-green,  2-3  cm.  long  with  pointed  tips, 
                2  white  stripes  on  lower  surface,  cones  5  -  10  cm.  long, 
                3-pronged  bracts  extending  beyond  scales…………………..Douglas  Fir 
        b.  Needles  yellowish-green  on  top,  whitish  on  bottom,   
                of  unequal  length,  5  -  20  mm.  long,   
                cones  about  2  cm.  long………………………………………...Western  Hemlock 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bigleaf  Maple 
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Red  Alder 
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Douglas  Fir 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Western  
Hemlock 

Seed  Casings 
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