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What is the shape of the inflorescence 
or seed head? 
The inflorescence or seed head can take on a variety of 
shapes, but it is convenient to group them into three 
general categories: spike, tightly branched, or loosely 
branched/diffuse (Figure 3). A spike is unbranched, and 
the spikelets are attached directly to the stem, each lacking 
a stalk. Timothy (Phleum spp.) and bluebunch wheatgrass 
have spike inflorescences, for example. Tightly branched 
inflorescences can sometimes look like a spike, but upon 
closer inspection you will notice that spikelets are attached 
to the stem by a short stalk or pedicel. The needlegrasses 
(Stipa spp.) and fescues (Festuca spp.) have tightly 
branched inflorescences. Loosely branched or diffuse 
inflorescences have stalks or pedicels that are long such 
that each spikelet is well-separated from the others, which 
gives the top of the grass an open or airy appearance. An 
example of a grass with a loosely branched inflorescence is 
switchgrass (Panicum virgatum).   

What is the texture of the leaf blade?
Leaf blades can be smooth, rough or ridged, or hairy. A 
good way to determine leaf blade texture is to run your 
fingers along the length of the leaf blade from the tip to 
the base. The leaf blade may feel smooth. In contrast, you 
may find that the leaf blade feels rough and somewhat 
sharp or ridged; sometimes ridges are even visible. Some 
leaf blades have hairs on them which may or may not be 

After the inflorescence or seed head develops, 
grass identification becomes easier. The shape of the 
inflorescence is one diagnostic feature that is useful 
for identification. When observing the inflorescence 
more closely, anatomical features to focus on include 
the spikelets, glumes, florets, lemmas, paleas, and awns 
(Figure 1). The presence or absence of awns and the 
length and shape of awns, if present, are especially helpful. 
Awns will be further discussed, but this publication 
emphasizes vegetative characteristics in general. Other 
field guides and more technical keys will likely include 
terms related to inflorescence anatomy, so becoming 
familiar with these terms is helpful.

What is the overall appearance of the 
grass?
The overall appearance of a grass can be described as 
a bunch (also sometimes referred to as caespitose), 
rhizomatous, or sod (Figure 2). Bunchgrasses are tufted 
grasses that form a clump of basal leaves and stems. 
Examples of bunchgrasses include bluebunch wheatgrass 
(Agropyron spicatum) and basin wildrye (Elymus cinereus). 
Bunchgrasses reproduce by seed and produce tillers 
(Figure 1) but only immediately adjacent to the existing 
bunch. Rhizamatous grasses do not form clumps but 
instead grow laterally from rhizomes which give the 
grass a spreading appearance. Rhizomatous grasses 
can reproduce by seeds and vegetatively. Examples of 
rhizomatous grasses are western wheatgrass (Agropyron 
smithii) and smooth brome (Bromus inermis). Sodgrasses 
form a mat or mass of individuals by means of rhizomes 
or stolons. Blue grama plants (Bouteloua gracilis) and 
Kentucky bluegrass (Poa pratensis) are examples of 
sodgrasses. Sodgrasses can reproduce by seeds and 
vegetatively.
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visible to the naked eye. Sometimes the entire leaf blade 
may be covered by hairs and sometimes only the margins 
or edges will have hairs. The number and length of hairs 
can vary greatly from grass to grass and are often used as 
a diagnostic feature. Witchgrass (Panicum capillare) is an 
example of a grass with distinctly hairy leaves.

What is the sheath like?
Remember that the sheath (lower part of the grass leaf ) 
can be thought of as the outermost cylinder in the 
series of cylinders that make up a grass stem (Figure 1). 
Sheaths can be closed or fused, where the margins are 
attached in a manner similar to the margins of a zip-up 
shirt when being worn (Figure 4). Sheaths can also be 
open or overlapping, much like how the margins of a 
button-down shirt overlap. In a closed or fused sheath, 
the edge of the cylinder does not separate to reveal the 
underlying cylinder. In an open or overlapping sheath, 
there is a length-wise slit in the cylinder which can reveal 
the underlying cylinder. Another feature of the sheath is 
whether or not it is hairy. If hairs are present, they may 
occur along the overlapping margins of the sheath or all 
over the outer surface of the sheath. 

Are there auricles? If so, what do they 
look like?
Auricles are small outgrowths or ear-like lobes that occur 
on either side of the leaf sheath-blade junction (Figure 5). 
If auricles are present, they can be clasping/claw-like, 
rounded/lobed, or absent. Auricles are easily broken off or 
may dry up quickly, so a fresh plant specimen is helpful 
when observing this feature.

Are there ligules? If so, what do they 
look like?
Ligules are a thin membrane or a line of hairs on the 
inside of the leaf blade at the junction of the sheath and 
blade (Figure 6). If present, ligules are described as either 
membranous or hairy. The ligule is sometimes absent, as 
in barnyard grass (Echinochloa crus-galli), or very short 
and inconspicuous. The length of the ligule is sometimes 
diagnostic for a species. For example, green needlegrass 
(Stipa viridula) has an inconspicuous or very short ligule 
whereas needle-and-thread grass (Stipa comata) has a 
conspicuous ligule (i.e., 2-4 mm long).

Are there awns?      
If so, what do they look like?
An awn is a slender bristle that is attached to some 
portion of the floret, usually the tip or the back of the 
floret or lemma (Figure 1). Awns often remain attached 
to the seed and aid in dispersal. For example, cheatgrass 
(Bromus tectorum) and needle-and-thread grass (Stipa 
comata) have long conspicuous awns that stick to animal 
fur and human socks and shoes. Species can be divided 
into those that have awns and those that do not, as well as 
the length of the awns, if present (Figure 7). For example, 
the florets of bluegrasses (Poa) are never awned, those of 
fescue grasses (Festuca) are mostly awn-tipped (awn <3mm 
long), and those of many brome grasses are longer-awned 
(awn >3mm long). Whether awns are bent or straight will 
lend further clues to grass species identity. 
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shapes, but it is convenient to group them into three 
general categories: spike, tightly branched, or loosely 
branched/diffuse (Figure 3). A spike is unbranched, and 
the spikelets are attached directly to the stem, each lacking 
a stalk. Timothy (Phleum spp.) and bluebunch wheatgrass 
have spike inflorescences, for example. Tightly branched 
inflorescences can sometimes look like a spike, but upon 
closer inspection you will notice that spikelets are attached 
to the stem by a short stalk or pedicel. The needlegrasses 
(Stipa spp.) and fescues (Festuca spp.) have tightly 
branched inflorescences. Loosely branched or diffuse 
inflorescences have stalks or pedicels that are long such 
that each spikelet is well-separated from the others, which 
gives the top of the grass an open or airy appearance. An 
example of a grass with a loosely branched inflorescence is 
switchgrass (Panicum virgatum).   

What is the texture of the leaf blade?
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After the inflorescence or seed head develops, 
grass identification becomes easier. The shape of the 
inflorescence is one diagnostic feature that is useful 
for identification. When observing the inflorescence 
more closely, anatomical features to focus on include 
the spikelets, glumes, florets, lemmas, paleas, and awns 
(Figure 1). The presence or absence of awns and the 
length and shape of awns, if present, are especially helpful. 
Awns will be further discussed, but this publication 
emphasizes vegetative characteristics in general. Other 
field guides and more technical keys will likely include 
terms related to inflorescence anatomy, so becoming 
familiar with these terms is helpful.

What is the overall appearance of the 
grass?
The overall appearance of a grass can be described as 
a bunch (also sometimes referred to as caespitose), 
rhizomatous, or sod (Figure 2). Bunchgrasses are tufted 
grasses that form a clump of basal leaves and stems. 
Examples of bunchgrasses include bluebunch wheatgrass 
(Agropyron spicatum) and basin wildrye (Elymus cinereus). 
Bunchgrasses reproduce by seed and produce tillers 
(Figure 1) but only immediately adjacent to the existing 
bunch. Rhizamatous grasses do not form clumps but 
instead grow laterally from rhizomes which give the 
grass a spreading appearance. Rhizomatous grasses 
can reproduce by seeds and vegetatively. Examples of 
rhizomatous grasses are western wheatgrass (Agropyron 
smithii) and smooth brome (Bromus inermis). Sodgrasses 
form a mat or mass of individuals by means of rhizomes 
or stolons. Blue grama plants (Bouteloua gracilis) and 
Kentucky bluegrass (Poa pratensis) are examples of 
sodgrasses. Sodgrasses can reproduce by seeds and 
vegetatively.
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attached in a manner similar to the margins of a zip-up 
shirt when being worn (Figure 4). Sheaths can also be 
open or overlapping, much like how the margins of a 
button-down shirt overlap. In a closed or fused sheath, 
the edge of the cylinder does not separate to reveal the 
underlying cylinder. In an open or overlapping sheath, 
there is a length-wise slit in the cylinder which can reveal 
the underlying cylinder. Another feature of the sheath is 
whether or not it is hairy. If hairs are present, they may 
occur along the overlapping margins of the sheath or all 
over the outer surface of the sheath. 

Are there auricles? If so, what do they 
look like?
Auricles are small outgrowths or ear-like lobes that occur 
on either side of the leaf sheath-blade junction (Figure 5). 
If auricles are present, they can be clasping/claw-like, 
rounded/lobed, or absent. Auricles are easily broken off or 
may dry up quickly, so a fresh plant specimen is helpful 
when observing this feature.

Are there ligules? If so, what do they 
look like?
Ligules are a thin membrane or a line of hairs on the 
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and inconspicuous. The length of the ligule is sometimes 
diagnostic for a species. For example, green needlegrass 
(Stipa viridula) has an inconspicuous or very short ligule 
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conspicuous ligule (i.e., 2-4 mm long).
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(Bromus tectorum) and needle-and-thread grass (Stipa 
comata) have long conspicuous awns that stick to animal 
fur and human socks and shoes. Species can be divided 
into those that have awns and those that do not, as well as 
the length of the awns, if present (Figure 7). For example, 
the florets of bluegrasses (Poa) are never awned, those of 
fescue grasses (Festuca) are mostly awn-tipped (awn <3mm 
long), and those of many brome grasses are longer-awned 
(awn >3mm long). Whether awns are bent or straight will 
lend further clues to grass species identity. 
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on either side of the leaf sheath-blade junction (Figure 5). 
If auricles are present, they can be clasping/claw-like, 
rounded/lobed, or absent. Auricles are easily broken off or 
may dry up quickly, so a fresh plant specimen is helpful 
when observing this feature.

Are there ligules? If so, what do they 
look like?
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