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UPPER GRADES CHALLENGE:  Winter Twig ID

Background: The twigs of trees in winter bear the buds of next year’s leaves, flowers and stems, and show the scars of previous years’ leaves, bud scales, and veins as well. The shape, size, color and design of these features of twigs are clues that can help us to identify trees and shrubs in winter. Using a simple dichotomous key, students will try to identify a twig that is found on the school grounds. 

Objective: To look for patterns of similarities and differences in the twigs and buds of tree branches in winter.

Have students work with a partner or small group. Provide each team with a Twig Identification Key. To demonstrate how a key works, have everyone follow along as you key out a branch that you have selected ahead of time (each tieam is given the same twig to observe as you go through the key with them. Then have the student teams try to key out a twig that you provide. Finally, have the students compare their branch and buds to the pictures in a field guide to twigs. Does their branch resemble the description and picture in the guide?

Materials: magnifying lenses, rulers, a selection of winter twigs, Twig Identification Key, field guides to twigs in winter.
*(Be sure that the twigs  you supply are ones  that are included in the key provided. This key includes some common trees in northern hardwood forests, but there are many others that are not included in order to keep it simple and manageable.)
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