
Scientists classify organisms by looking at their characteristics. They
then develop questions that will help them identify and classify
organisms. For example, they might ask whether an organism makes
its own food. If the answer is yes, then the organism is probably a
plant. If the answer is no, the organism is not a plant. This set of
questions is called a classification key. It helps scientists find
similarities and differences among a group of organisms. Let’s see
how a classification key works.

Identifying Berries Using a Key
Aboriginal peoples have learned to recognize edible berries and to avoid
poisonous berries and berries that taste bad. They carefully observe the
leaves of a plant and the way that the berries grow on the plant. How
would you know which berries were safe to eat in the woods?

Which of the berries shown in Figure 1 would be good to eat?
You can use a classification key to help you decide. Look at the key
in Figure 2.What characteristics are being described?
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LEARNING TIP
If you want to know more
about how Aboriginal
peoples classify things, ask
your teacher if it is possible
to bring in an Aboriginal
Elder as a guest speaker.

Figure 1
Which of these berries would you eat?
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The key first asks you to look at where the berries are found on
the plant (whether they grow along the stem or only on one place on
the stem). You then consider whether the berries grow in clusters or
as single berries. The next step is to look at the leaves of the plant.
Finally, the key uses the colour of the berries. All of these
characteristics describe the external, physical structures of the plant.

Use the classification key to name and classify the berries in
Figure 1. Which berries would you eat?

Figure 2
A classification key

1. a berries grow along the stem go to 2

1. b berries grow in one area on the stem go to 3

2. a single berries huckleberries =
edible

2. b berries in clusters on a stem go to 3

3. a single leaves with teeth wild cherry =
edible but can
taste bitter 

3. b leaves divided into leaflets from go to 4
a central stalk

4. a dark velvet red berries sumac = edible
but tastes sour

4. b powdery blue berries blue elderberry =
edible

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING
1. How would you explain a classification key to someone? Write three

or four sentences that explain what a classification key is, how it is
used, and when it would be a useful tool.

2. Give two reasons why it is important to be able to identify an
organism.

3. Can you name another characteristic of berries that could have been
used in the key?

LEARNING TIP
To use the classification
key, choose one of the
berries shown in Figure 1.
Then read statements 1. a
and 1. b in Figure 2 to see
which statement describes
the berry. Then follow the
directions in the next
column. Keep following
the key until you find the
name of the berry.




