LABORATORY #8 -- BIOL 111
Plant Diversity – Dichotomous Keys
Anyone with even a mild interest in studying organisms must be able to differentiate
similar species from one another. This sounds easy, but can be very difficult since many
species appear almost identical. The most common way of determining plant species is
to use a descriptive or dichotomous key. The idea came from an 18th century French
naturalist, Jean-Baptiste Lamarck. Legend has it that when Lamarck first demonstrated
the key, he gave it to a random stranger. The stranger, who did not know much about
plants, was able to determine plant species without trouble!
A key consists of a series of steps. Each step has 2 or more choices that systematically
lead you to species identification.
Flow charts are an example of a simplified
dichotomous key.
To make a key, you will need plants, but you will also need to describe them. Today we
will use leaf-related characteristics such as arrangement, position, venation, and shape
ratios. Be careful! Even on the same plant, leaves may be diverse. Always use a typical,
average leaf from a plant. If all leaves are different, use a middle leaf from the main
stem.
Use the following 7 characteristics/tables to help you make your key! (Do not make up
your own characteristics).
Table 1. Leaf Arrangem ent

Table 2. Leaf Base

Table 3. Venation

Table 4. Leaf shape ratios

Table 5. Leaf Edges

Table 6. Leaf Tips

Table 7. Simple vs. Compound and Dissected vs. Lobed

Procedure
1. Each table is a team. Each team should obtain 6 different plants. Start by determining which
characteristics given fit each plant. Gather as many characteristics for each plant as possible.
2. Now you will determine which characteristic you will use to begin splitting the plants up. Begin with a
3/3 or a 4/2 split. 5/1 splits really don’t work out well and you end up starting over.
3. In this step your team will build a complete key using the characteristics you have gathered. Name each
plant using the number written in the lower right hand corner of the paper the plant is mounted on.
4. Now you should make a key without the final solutions (the plant number). Have a neighboring team try
to determine the number of each plant. Revise if necessary.
5. Continue with the additional questions.

Name_________________________
Requirements Lab 11
1. Copy your team’s key here. Be sure it’s neat, orderly and most of all that it works!! (10 pts)

2. What are the similarities and differences between a phylogeny and a dichotomous key? (3 pts)

3. Imagine you have eight plants rather than six. How many steps will your key have? (2 pts)

