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  Pinpointing Pines 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Materials Needed 
Access to conifer trees or close up pictures of conifer leaves. 
 
Background  
There are three kinds of Fir trees in Utah, the White Fir, Sub Alpine Fir and the Douglas Fir. 
These trees are often selected as Christmas trees. The wood from Fir trees is seldom used as 
timber. The Douglas Fir is not a true fir but has many similar characteristics.  
 
Utah has three native Junipers. The Utah Juniper and Rocky Mountain Juniper are trees and 
the third is a shrub called Common Juniper. The cones, sometimes referred to as berries, are 
used as flavoring and serve as an important food source to animals and once to Utah’s native 
peoples. Cedar City is actually named after the Utah Juniper. Utah does not have any native 
Cedar trees.  
 
Spruce and Pine are the most important timber trees in Utah. The Colorado Blue Spruce was a 
good timber source for early settlers of Utah. Its importance to early settlers helped it become 
Utah’s state tree. Trees like pine and spruce were invaluable in the construction of the railroad 
through Utah. Railroad workers would use the wood of these trees to make railroad ties.  
 
Utah is home to an economically important pine tree called the Single Leaf Pinyon. This tree is 
one of several pines that produce pine nuts for commercial harvest.   
 
Bird species help spread conifers by collecting seeds from their cones and stashing them in 
various places in the environment. This is a great benefit for conifers because often birds will fly 
long distances to store the seeds.  
 

Grade Level: 2-6 

Activity Length:  
30 minutes 

Alignment to Utah Core Curriculum  
Intended Learning Outcomes (ILO’s): 
1. Use science process and thinking skills. 
2. Manifest scientific attitudes and interests. 
3. Understand science concepts and principles. 
4. Communicate effectively using science   
    language and reasoning. 
 

 
Enduring  
Understanding: 
Dichotomous keys 
are tools that can 
help scientists sort 
and classify.  Process Skills: 

Observing, Classifying, 
Recording 
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Activity 
The purpose of this activity is to allow teachers and students to be able to identify common 
confer trees that may be growing around their home, school, or park.  

• Go outside! You may choose to do this activity looking at one conifer tree at a time or 
you may choose to collect leaves from various conifers to sort. If you have no access to 
conifers, use pictures of conifer leaves. 

• Use the dichotomous key to find out what type of conifer(s) you are looking at.  
Dichotomous keys are sets of characteristics that allow you to separate things into 
smaller and smaller groups until eventually you have identifiable individuals. 

• For younger students, you may choose to develop a graphic organizer with this  
information. 

• Have students draw and describe the leaves and record its name once discovered. 
• When sorting is finished, have students compare characteristics of the different types of 

conifers and record their thoughts. 
 

Dichotomous Key to Utah Conifers 
Start here 
1. Leaves small and overlapping like snake scales – Juniper, sometimes called Cedar Tree 
 
1. Leaves not like snake scales; leaves like needles – go to group 2 
 

Group 2 
 2. Needles wrapped together in groups - Pine Tree 
 
 2. Needles not wrapped together; needles attached to the branch one at a time – go 

to group 3 
 

Group 3 
3. Needles 4 sided, stiff and very sharp – Spruce Tree 

 
3. Needles flat – Fir Tree 

 

Advanced sorting 
1. Needles wrapped in groups of 2s, 3s, or 5s – Pine Tree 
 
1. Needles wrapped in groups of 15 – 45  - Cedar Tree 
 
1. Needles curved, needles gray green; covered in a waxy powder that can be rubbed off     

True Fir 
 
1. Needles straight; needles green; no waxy powder; cones with forks – Douglas Fir 
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Learning Extensions 
Collect leaves from different types of trees. Ask students to observe them closely and notice 
characteristics of each one. Have students write down their ideas for sorting the leaves into 
groups based on their observations.  Encourage students to classify the leaves as many ways 
as possible. This will help them understand that there is no one way to classify and that  
scientists must work together and share ideas to get things done. 
 
Develop a dichotomous key for the plants in your schoolyard. It could be illustrated by students 
and even become a field guide for other students and grades to use. 
 
 

Formative Assessment Strategies 
Ask students how they can tell what a plant is called. Their answers will help you know if they 
are familiar with keys or field guides but will also give you insight into their understandings and 
misconceptions.  
 
During the activity, listen to students working and ask questions to gauge understanding of the 
process of classification.  
 
After sorting is completed, discuss as a class the process, ways in which they sorted, and ideas 
for sorting using their own schemes. 


