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Classification Keys

Method:

  Choose a leaf to classify 
and start with the first 
question at the top of 
the classification key.

Classification keys are used to sort living things according to their characteristics. 
They are made up of questions with a “yes” or “no” answer. Have a go at sorting these 

leaves using the classification key below to discover what tree they come from. 

1 2 3

Is it dark green?

Yes No

Does it comprise 
of small needles

Yes No

YEW Does it have 
spiked edges

Yes No

HOLLY BAY

Does it have toothed 
(sharp, jagged) edges?

Yes

OAKIs it long 
and thin?

Yes No

SWEET 
CHESTNUT

HORSE 
CHESTNUT

Follow the branches 
either “yes” or “no” 
and then ask yourself 
the next question. 

 When you have reached 
the last question, you 
will know what tree 
the leaf came from.

No
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Take a look around your playground, park or local wildlife area. How could you classify 
some of the plants that grow there? 

Could you create your own 
classification key to sort the trees 
and other plants? 

What questions would be good to 
ask to help someone group and 
identify the plants? 
 
Using a whiteboard and whiteboard pen, 
draw out a classification key for some of 
your local plants. Using a whiteboard will 
be helpful, as you may have to change 
your questions as you go along to ensure 
your classification key is correct.

To make a successful classification key, remember to:

• Make sure the answers to your questions are either ‘yes’ or ‘no’.
• Draw the arms and arrows carefully so that they are easy to follow
• Be very specific in your descriptions

When you have finished your classification key, write it out neatly in your book or on a 
piece of paper. Get a friend to see if they can classify your trees, plants or flowers.

Make a Classification Key
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