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TREE CLASSIFICATION 

Because trees have such varied features, there are numerous ways to 

classify them. They can be grouped according to the way they shed their 

leaves, how they reproduce, how they grow, their internal structure, and 

the types of flowers and seeds they have. 

Gymnosperms and Angiosperms:  

The broadest way to categorize trees is by their seed development. 

Gymnosperms are plants that have "naked" seeds -- seeds that are not 

enclosed in flowers or in fruit. In most gymnosperms, the seeds are 

produced on the surface of the scales of female cones and are pollinated 

by wind. Conifers -- such as pines, hemlocks, redwoods, spruces and firs 

-- are the most common types of gymnosperms with more than 500 

species worldwide.  

Angiosperms (AN-gee-oh-sperms): Worldwide there are more than 

235,000 species of angiosperms, the only types of plants that have true 

flowers and bear their seeds in fruits. In temperate zones, many 

angiosperms (such as oaks, willows, maples and birches) are deciduous 

trees. In tropical zones, many angiosperms are evergreens. These 

include palms, figs and southern magnolia. All flowering plants that are 

not trees, such as tulips, blackberries and poppies, are also in this family. 

Hardwoods and Softwoods:  

Foresters often call broad-leaved trees "hardwoods" because most 

broad-leaved trees have harder wood than do most needle-leaved trees. 

For example, maples and oaks are known for their tough, hard wood and 



 

 
 

are often used to make high-quality furniture and floors. Of course there 

are always exceptions such as cottonwoods and magnolias, which are 

broad-leaved but have very soft, lightweight wood. Softwood is used to 

describe needle-leaved trees such as pines and spruces because most 

of them have softer wood than do most broad-leaved trees. An exception 

is yellow pine, which is a needle-leaved tree but has very hard wood.  

 

Deciduous and Evergreen Trees:  

Trees that shed all of their leaves in the fall are called deciduous, a term 

that comes from a Latin word meaning "to fall off." Deciduous trees, such 

as oaks, maples, beeches and hickories, tend to have broad, flat leaves 

that are more delicate than the leaves of evergreens. As their name 

implies, evergreens maintain green leaves on their branches throughout 

the year. Instead of losing all their leaves at once, evergreens constantly 

shed a small proportion of their older leaves and replace them with new 

leaves throughout the year. 

 

THE AGE OF TREES 

 

Trees are the largest living things on earth. They are very beautiful, they 

provide us with wood, they offer shade and produce oxygen that we 

breathe. For their growth they need sunlight, carbon dioxide from the air, 

water and nutrients from the soil. Trees grow very slowly, they increase  

a little in height and girth every year. Apple and birch trees can be about 

100 years old, maple or hornbeam trees reach 150 years. Red beech 

and black poplar can be 300 years old and pine and larch trees reach 



 

 
 

even 600 years. However the oldest native trees are oaks and lindens. 

They are up to 1,000 years old. 

 

TREE STAGES 

Trees do not have a fixed life span. There is considerable variation both 

between and within different tree species. The life of a tree in natural 

conditions may pass through three main stages: 

Formative – This is the stage when most of the energy produced by a 

tree is used for growth. There is a rapid increase in size as it grows from 

a seedling to a fully mature tree. Crown size and leaf area increases, 

until the canopy is fully developed. The widths of the annual rings are 

similar each year. 

Full to late maturity – This starts when the optimum crown size is 

reached. The amount of food produced from the leaves remains much 

the same each year and results in a more or less constant volume of 

wood being laid down.  

Ancient (Veteran stage) – This is the stage reached when the 

successive increments added to the tree, seen as the rings of wood, 

have a reducing cross-sectional area, but the tree is still increasing in 

girth. The crown dies back, branches may be lost, the leaf area 

declines, less new photosynthetic material is produced each year and 

the tree is even less able to maintain a complete cover of woody material 

over the whole stem area.This proces sis called retrenchment. This 

does not mean that the tree is about to die. It can continue for many 

decades or even centuries. Retrenchment can also occur in younger 



 

 
 

trees caused by drought, disease, insect damage, root disturbance or 

pollution. This stage may be the longest in the life of the tree. 

 

 


