
NAME THAT TREE!
In this investigation, students will identify dominant tree species in a local wetland.

AUTHORS: Sara Broyles, Alicia Fendley, Darian Love, Luke Love

GA standard: 

S5L1 (Grade 5)

Driving investigation question: 

What kinds of trees our found in our local wetland?

Learning goal: 

I can identify dominant trees in my local wetland. 

Focal scientific practices:

• Observing 

• Collecting evidence and analyzing data

Materials: 

• List of common trees in Coastal Georgia

• Oglethorpe Point Wetlands Guidebook and Plant 
  Identification Guide

• “What’s That Tree?” worksheet

• Crayons

• Clipboards

• Paper

• Pencils

Key science terms: 

Dominant  

Leaf lobes  

Wetland

Time: 45 minutes

Background information

Wetlands are a very important ecosystem found in most coastal communities in North America. 

These ecosystems are homes to a large variety of plants, animals and microorganisms. In 

freshwater wetlands, a variety of tree species can be found. Some dominant wetlands trees in 

coastal Georgia are: sweet gum, black gum (Tupelo), red maple, American holly, yaupon holly, 

water oak, magnolia, slash pine, loblolly pine and wax myrtle. 

How can we tell the difference between these types of trees? Students are going to investigate! 

Pay close attention to the size, color and shape of the tree leaves. If the leaf has five lobes, it is 

most likely a maple. What does the bark look like? Is it dark or light in color? Is the tree tall or 

short? Does the tree have flowers, fruit or nuts? Consider the location! Is the tree growing in 

the water or on higher ground? A tree’s location in the wetland can be a good indicator of the 

species.

Good luck local arborists!



Procedure

1. Take students outside and select a tree to examine as a whole class. Ask students to observe 

and share ideas about the tree’s characteristics (e.g., leaf shape/lobes; leaf color; light or dark 

bark color; short or tall; presence of flowers, fruits or nuts, etc.).

 
2. Introduce the idea that there is a functional reason for differences in the physical 

characteristics of trees. Discuss the importance of these characteristics and how these 

differences benefit the wetland. Share with students that in this activity, they will use the 

physical characteristics of different tree species to identify the most common trees in the 

wetland.

3. Pass out a packet of three “What’s That Tree” sheets to students. Demonstrate how to create 

a leaf impression with a crayon. Review the list of questions beneath the impression on each 

sheet to ensure that students comprehend their meanings: 

 • What color is the leaf? 

 • What shape is the leaf and its lobes? 

 • Is the bark on the tree light or dark? 

 • Is the tree tall or short? 

	 •	Does	the	tree	have	flowers	or	nuts?	

 • Where is the leaf/tree located? 

4. Divide the class into groups of 3-4 students. Have groups explore and investigate six 

different species of trees. Next, students will pick three trees from the list provided and 

create their leaf impressions. When completed, students will answer the questions below the 

impression. 

5. Upon completion, have students reconvene to compare and discuss their findings. How are 

the physical characteristics of trees helpful to their identification? What is your favorite species of tree 

and why?



Extension:

A dichotomous key is a tool that scientists use to identify organisms in nature. The key 
has a series of choices that lead up to the identity of an organism. Challenge students 
to create a dichotomous key for identifying trees. Have them:

• Choose a tree observed in the wetland.

• Create a dichotomous key that demonstrates how to identify the tree.

• Including the following features:

 - Size, color, shape and leaf lobes

 - Light or dark bark color

 - Height of the tree

	 -	Does	the	tree	have	flowers,	fruit	or	nuts?

 - Where it is located? 



NAME THAT TREE!
NAME: DATE:

1. Place a leaf on a clipboard or hard surface and put this worksheet over the top with the leaf 

under the drawing area below.

2. Using the soft edge of a pencil or crayon, gently rub the leaf through the paper to reveal its 

pattern.

Answer these questions about your leaf:

• What color is the leaf?

• What shape is the leaf and its lobes?

• Is the bark on the tree light or dark?

• Is the tree tall or short?

• Does the tree have flowers or nuts?

• Where is the leaf/tree located?



Plant Identification  
Oglethorpe Wetland, Saint Simons Island 

 

Trees/Shrubs 
 

Sweet gum Liquidambar styraciflua          Black gum Nyssa biflora       Red Maple Acer rubrum  

   

 

 

American Holly Ilex opaca  Youpon Holly Ilex vomitoria              Water oak Quercus nigra 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Magnolia Magnolia grandifolia  Slash Pine Pinus elliottii         Waxmyrtle Myrica cerifera 
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