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UPPER GRADES CHALLENGE:  Know Your Needles

Background: Conifers can be identified by their needles and cones. Pines bear their needles in bundles attached to the twig; in larches the needles grow in clusters like starbursts; and in spruces, firs, and hemlocks, the needles are attached singly to the twigs. A white pine has five needles in a bundle, whereas a red pine has only two per bundle. Fir needles are attached directly to the twig while hemlock needles have a tiny stem. Cones of pines, spruces, firs and other conifers differ from each other in size, shape, texture and design. All of these characteristics are clues that can help us to identify evergreen trees and shrubs. Using a simple key, students will try to identify a conifer on the school grounds. 

Objective: To look for patterns of similarities and differences in the needles and cones of conifers.

Have students work with a partner or small group. Bring the students outside and let them select or assign them an evergreen tree or shrub on or near the school grounds to study.* In case of bad weather, cut branches with cones ahead of time for the students to examine inside. Provide each team with a Conifer Key. To demonstrate how a key works, have everyone follow along as you key out a branch that you have selected ahead of time. Then have the student teams try to key out their own tree or branch. Finally, have the students compare their branch and cone to the pictures in the Cone and Needle Picture Guide. Does their branch resemble the description and picture in the guide?

Materials: magnifying lenses, rulers, a selection of conifer branches if working inside, Conifer Key, Cone and Needle Picture Guide.

*(Be sure that the tree or shrub they pick is one that is included in the key provided. Some cultivated ornamental trees and shrubs are not included on our Conifer Key.)
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