
Basic Botany 
and Plant Identification

Placing botany in context
Overview of classification
Flower parts and variations
Observing leaves, inflorescences, fruits, etc.
A few major plant families
Using a key
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Flower symmetry

Radial symmetry (aka regular, actinomorphic)
    2 or more lines of symmetry
    Like the spokes of a wheel



Flower symmetry

Bilateral symmetry (aka irrregular, zygomorphic)
    Only one line of symmetry
    Like the wings of a butterfly





Number of flower parts







Numerous parts



Aster relatives (more later!)



Inconspicuous flowers







Stamen variations









Ovary position

Superior             Half-inferior           Inferior
(Hypogynous flower)              (Perigynous flower)            (Epigynous flower)

















Inflorescences











By Daniel Schwen - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=4010223





Leaf arrangement:
opposite, alternate, whorled



Basal leaves only

















Plant habit

Annual plants grow from seeds, complete their life cycle, 
and die at the end of one growing season (e.g. purple dead 
nettle, chickweed, tomatoes)
Perennial plants live for an indeterminate number of years, 
completing reproductive cycles annually when able (e.g. 
echinacea, goldenrod)
Biennial plants complete their life cycle over two growing 
seasons and then die
Herbaceous plants are tender and the above-ground parts 
do not persist year after year even when the roots do (e.g. 
milkweed, clematis)
Woody plants make stems that survive through multiple 
growing seasons (e.g. trees, shrubs, grape vine, rosemary, 
lavender)



Environment / ecology

Most plants prefer to grow in a specific type of environment, 
and this can be an important factor in ID. Some types of 
environments to consider are:
Disturbed vs. undisturbed soil (e.g. garden vs. forest)
Wet vs. dry ecosystem (e.g. riverside vs. upland forest)
Shade vs. sun 
Specific soil types may be host to unique ecosystems and 
plant communities
Ecological range (the area in which a plant has been 
observed through history-- check references)



Recommended botany books:

Flora of Virginia
Botany in a Day (Thomas Elpel)
Naming Nature (Carol Kaesuk Yoon)
How to Identify Plants (H.D. Harrington)
Families of Flowering Plants (Wendy Zomleffer)
Our Knowledge is not Primitive: Decolonizing Anishinaabe Botanical 

Teachings (Wendy Geniusz)
Manual of Vascular Plants of the Northeast (Gleason and Cronquist)
Braiding Sweetgrass: Robin Wall Kimmerer 

Also: In Defense of Plants podcast








