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Dichotomous Keys                                                                                                                                                             
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This episode of All Things Wetland Plants discusses various resources for keying out unfamiliar plant species.
Field Guides- contain brief descriptions and photographs of the most common species in an area. They are not dichotomous keys.
Illustrated Glossaries- contain definitions and line drawings of botanical terms.
Dichotomous keys- Dichotomous keys are composed of couplets. Each couplet consists of two choices. After selecting the choice that best describes your plant, you are directed either to a family, genus, species or to another couplet.
Dichotomous keys cover different geographic areas, including states (Manual of Montana Vascular Plants, by P. Lesica), regions (Native Trees of the Southeast: an Identification Guide, by L. K. Kirkman, C.L. Brown, and D. J. Leopold.), or continents (i.e. Flora of North America (FNA), FNA Committee). Keys that cover larger areas are broader and contain more species than local floras. Keys are structured in one of two ways:
a) Indented structure- each successive couplet is indented as you move down the key. The choices in each couplet may not occur together (couplet 3 below), but they have the same number and the same amount of indentation, help you keep your place. 
[image: ] 
Figure 1. An indented key in Native Trees of the Southeast: an Identification Guide, by L. K. Kirkman, C.L. Brown, and D. J. Leopold.
b) Parallel structure- all of the couplets on the left margin. The choices in each couplet always occur together, in numerical order. 
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Figure 2. A parallel key in Manual of Montana Vascular Plants, by P. Lesica, with contributions from M. Levin and P. F. Stickney
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Key to Plant Families—43

27. Flowers and fruits solitary fromleafaxils . .. .......... ... ... i Pontederiaceae (p.717)
27. Flowers in 2- to many-flowered'gpikes. .. .......... ... i 28
28. Flowers 2 per spike; fruits becorﬁing long-stalked . ......... ... ... Ruppiaceae (p.590)
28. Spikes many-flowered; fruits sessile .......... ... ..o ool Potamogetonaceae (p.585)
29. Flowers sessile, solitary in upper leaf axils; ovary inferior . .. ................ Campanulaceae (p.465)
29. Flowers in racemes, panicles or dense spikes; ovary Superior . ..................... oo 30
30. Floating leaves with elliptic or arrow-shaped blades . ......................... Alismataceae (p.583)
30. Floating or emergent leaves liN@ar. .. ....... ... ..o it 31
31. Leaves V-shaped in cross-section where they meetthe stem..................... Typhaceae (p.601)
31. Leaves flat or broadly concave where they jointhestem. . .......... ...l 32
32. Plants with a leaf-like bract subtending and longer than the spikelet(s). . . .......... Cyperaceae (p.603)
32. Inflorescence surpassing subtendingleaves . ............. ... i Poaceae (p.645)

Group C. Monocots; herbaceous plants with parallel-veined leaves and sepals mostly in 3's

or 6's or lacking (some Dicot families will have 3-merous flowers but the leaves will not have

parallel veins, others will have parallel veins but not 3-merous flowers)
1. Flowers unisexual, borne in dense ClUSters . . . ... ... .. o 2
1. Flowers bisexual, often notdensely clustered . . ... ... .. 3
2. Stems mostly 3-sided; each flower subtended by 1 (rarely 2), apparent

scale-like bract (SEAges). . . . ... Cyperaceae(p.603)
2. Stems round in cross section; flower bracts minute and inconspicuous . ............. Typhaceae (p.601)
3. Stamens and ovaries enclosed by 1 or 2 bracts, scales or sacs; petals and sepals lacking

(grasses @nd SEAGES). . . ... v vttt 4
3. Flowers with 3(4) or 6 petals and/orsepals . . ... i 5
4. Stems mostly solid and 3-sided; each flower subtended by 1 (rarely 2) scale-like bract

(SBUPES) . . . o ottt e Cyperaceae (p.603)
4. Stems mostly round in cross-section and swollen at the leaf nodes; each flower

enclosed by 2 bracts (grasses). . .. ... Poaceae (p.645)
B OVANY INTEIIOT . . oottt e e e 6
5. OVAFY SUPBTIOL . . . . .ottt et ettt e ettt e e e e e 9
6. Small leafless plants parasiticon conifers .. ............. ... Viscaceae (dicot) (p.343)
8. Plants green, leafy and rooted inthe soil . . ... ... ... . i 7
7. Leaves whorled (>2 per node) atleastbelow. . . ........... ... ... Rubiaceae (dicot) (p.468)
7.Leaves 1 Or 2 Per NOUE. . . oo vttt ettt e 8
8. Flowers bilaterally symmetrical; i.e., 1 petal different than the other2. ... .......... Orchidaceae (p.734)
8. Flowers radially symmetrical; all petals identical . ................................ Iridaceae (p.731)
9. Cauline leaves with main veins branching off of the midvein .. ........... Polygonaceae (dicot) (p.149)
9. Leaves with parallel VEINS. . . ... ...t 10
10. Flowers sessile, borne onaspike .. ..........o i 1
10. Flowers pedicellate or pedunculate; inflorescence a panicle, raceme, or solitary . .................. 13
11, Spike <Emmindiameter .. ... . Juncaginaceae (p.585)
11. Spike 28 mmin diameter . .. .. ... . 12.
12. Tepals 6; leaves linear, grass-like. . . ......... ... i Acoraceae (p.591)
12. Tepals 4; leaf blades elliptictoobovate .. ....... ... . Araceae (p.591)
13, FrUIE @ DOITY L oottt e 14
13. Fruit a capsule or a circular cluster of follicles . . .......... ... o i 16
B T Y= R Smilacaceae (p.732)
14, Plants erect, NOL VINING . . . . ..ottt s 15
15. Leaves narrow, scale-like; flowers 1 or 2 fromleafaxils ...................... Asparagaceae (p.717)

. 15. Leaves not scale-like; inflorescence usually terminal. . . .......... .. ... oo Liliaceae (p.717)

16. Fruit a circular cluster of follicles . . . ... ... e 17

6. Fruitacapsule ......... .o Y 18




image1.jpeg
US Army Corps
of Engineers.





image2.jpeg
Engineer Research & Development Conter




image3.jpeg




image4.png
SUMMER KEYS TO TREES

In some instances, a portion of the species in a genus will key out separately
from the others, thus a genus may appear more than once in a key. The key to
conifers, in summer or winter, is included here. Franklinia alatamaha is con-
sidered extinct in the wild, so it is omitted from the keys.

1 Leaves needle-like, scale-like, or awl-shaped ........... group A (conifers)
1 Leaves not needle-like, scale-like, or awl-shaped; seed enclosed in an ovary

................................................. 2 (flowering plants)
2 Leaves very large, to 4-7 ft. long, fan-like, stem unbranched............

............................................. Sabal palmetto, p. 84

2 Leavesless than 4 ft. long, stems branched .. ............... ... ... 3
3 Leavessimple......oouuiiii 4
4 Leaves oppositeorwhorled ......... ... ... ... group B, p. 30

4 Leavesalternate............cooiiiiiiiiiii.. group C, p. 31

3 Leavescompound ............. ... .ol group D, p. 37




