
3/5/26

1

How to Look at Trees:
Tree Identification Basics

Jean Epiphan

Agriculture & Natural Resources County Agent | Assistant Professor

NJ LTE #692 – ISA NJ-1247A

Rutgers Cooperative Extension of Morris County

Funding for this program was provided by the USDA Forest Service

1

2

Accurate Tree ID
UTILIZES MULTI-POINT INSPECTION

LEAVES (BOTH SIDES) 
• Leaf Arrangement
• Arrangement on 

Stem
• Shape
• Size
• Margin
• Venation
• Texture 
• Color
• Smell  
• Petiole/Rachis
• Glands

BUDS
• Arrangement on Stem
• Shape 
• Color 
• Size 
• Texture
• Scales  
• Scar

TWIGS
• Arrangement
• Thickness/shape
• Texture
• Color
• Smell
• Form

BARK
• Pattern 
• Color 
• Texture
• Thickness 

TREE FORM/HABIT 
• Trunk  
• Shape 
• Canopy density
• Height
• Sprouting

BRANCHES
• Arrangement
• Thickness/shape
• Density 
• Texture 
• Form
• Pattern 

FLOWER & FRUIT 
• Timing
• Structure/shape
• Color
• Texture 
• Smell 
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Leaf Types
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Leaf Arrangement on Stems
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Leaf Arrangement & Parts
AND BUD ARRANGEMENTS
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More Leaf Language
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Leaves are ID Tricksters, Beware!
DON’T SOLELY DEPEND ON THEM. LEAF FEATURES CAN HELP YOU ID A FAMILY 
OR GENUS    TAKE HEED WHEN DETERMINING SPECIES!  

– YOU’LL NEED MORE CHARACTERISTICS THAN LEAVES FOR ACCURATE ID 

Acer saccharum   Acer platanoides
Sugar maple      Norway maple

SOME COMMON LEAF CONFUSIONS
• Maples: sugar vs Norway; red vs silver 
• Oaks: red vs black; pin vs scarlet
• Hickories ALL
• Birches: paper vs grey; yellow vs black
• Elms MOST
• Hornbeam vs hop-hornbeam
• White vs green ash
• Black walnut vs butternut
• Walnuts vs sumacs 
• Rose family à Cherries, apples etc. 
• Pines à 2 needle pines

7

8

Buds
MAKE THEM YOUR BUDS!

• One of the most diagnostic 
characteristics for accurate tree ID – 
(better than leaves)

• Available when leaves are not 
• All dormant season & early summer 

through fall
• Not best for spring ID 
• Can be swollen and have 

emerging leaves 
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Bud Types & Features
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Twig Arrangement 
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Twig Characteristics

DON’T FORGET 

TO SCRATCH 

& SNIFF

11

12

Spurs & Stipules
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Branch Arrangement 

https://hort.ifas.ufl.edu/woody/poor-quality1.shtml
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Tree Forms / Habits
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Challenging to Determine FORM in 
a Mature Forest
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Challenging to Determine FORM in 
an Urban Forest, too
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Bark Types
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Bark Types
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Bark Samples
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Flowers & Fruits

20

21

Flowers & Fruits
DON’T FORGET TO STOP AND SMELL THE FLOWERS… AND FRUIT TOO! 
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Examples of Tree “Plates” with Multiple Features
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Accurate Tree ID
UTILIZES MULTI-POINT INSPECTION

LEAVES (BOTH SIDES) 
• Leaf Arrangement
• Arrangement on 

Stem
• Shape
• Size
• Margin
• Venation
• Texture 
• Color
• Smell  
• Petiole/Rachis
• Glands

BUDS
• Arrangement on Stem
• Shape 
• Color 
• Size 
• Texture
• Scales  
• Scar

TWIGS
• Arrangement
• Thickness/shape
• Texture
• Color
• Smell
• Form

BARK
• Pattern 
• Color 
• Texture
• Thickness 

TREE FORM/HABIT 
• Trunk  
• Shape 
• Canopy density
• Height
• Sprouting

BRANCHES
• Arrangement
• Thickness/shape
• Density 
• Texture 
• Form
• Pattern 

FLOWER & FRUIT 
• Timing
• Structure/shape
• Color
• Texture 
• Smell 
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Questions?
TREE ID RESOURCES

ONLINE

Virginia Tech Dendrology  factsheets & tree search

https://dendro.cnre.vt.edu/DENDROLOGY/

itree - tree ID resource page 

https://www.itreetools.org/tools/tree-identification-tools

Native species 

Woody Plants of the Northern Forests: A Digital Atlas, by 
Jerry Jenkins

https://northernforestatlas.org/category/digital-atlases-
2/woody-plants/

Field Guide to Native Oak Species of Eastern North 
America, by J. Stein, D. Binion, R. Acciavatti

https://www.fs.usda.gov/foresthealth/technology/pdfs/fieldg
uide.pdf

BOOKS 

The Tree Identification Book, by George W.D. 
Symonds

Trees of New Jersey & the Mid-Atlantic States, 
by Christopher T. Martine

Bark: A Field Guide to Trees of the Northeast, by 
Michael Wojtech

Delaware Trees: A guide to the Identification of 
the Native Tree Species, by William S. Taber

Trees of the Northern United States and Canada, 
by John Laird Farrar

Manual of Woody Landscape Plants, by Michael 
Dirr
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