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Writing Dichotomous Keys
1) Start each statement with a subject.

Correct




Wrong
1. Leaves opposite.


1. Opposite leaves.

1. Leaves alternate.


1. Alternate leaves.
2) Avoid unnecessary words.

Correct




Wrong
1. Leaves opposite.


1. Plants with opposite leaves.

1. Leaves alternate.


1. Plants with alternate leaves.

3) Avoid negatives.

Correct




Wrong
1. Flowers purple.


1. Flowers purple.

1. Flowers white or pink.

1. Flowers not purple.

4) Use absent in place of “not present.”  Use “without” in place of “not with.”

5) Use measurements rather than “large”, “small”, “tall”, “short”, “big”, “small.”
6) Use features that are constant in preference to variable or overlapping features.
Good




Bad
1. Flowers purple.


1. Leaves 8-12 cm long.
1. Flowers white.


1. Leaves 6-10 cm long.
7) No trichotomies!
Correct






Wrong
1. Flowers white .................. Plant A


1. Flowers white ............ Plant A
1. Flowers red or yellow ..... 2


1. Flowers red ................ Plant B
2. Petals red ............ Plant B


1. Flowers yellow .......... Plant C
2. Petals white ........ Plant C

8) Use different words to start successive pairs of key statements.  See above #7 use of Flowers and Petals.

Using Dichotomous Keys
1.  Always read both choices.
2.  Be sure you understand the meaning of the terms involved, do not guess.

3.  When measurements are given, use a calibrated scale, do not guess.

4.  Do not base your conclusion on a single observation, if possible examine other specimens.
5.  If you get stuck, try both divisions and see which one makes sense.

6.  After arriving at an answer in a key, read the description to see if your plant is in agreement.

Write a dichotomous key based on the following 10 species.  Once you complete your dichotomous key show it to Dr. Hughey.  The following terms will help you construct your key, if you do not know the definition of these terms ask the instructor or use your textbook glossary: leaves, roots, tap root, tuber, rhizome, elongate, lanceolate, simple, compound, stem, sepals, petals, dichotomous, and corymbose.
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