Rooting Students in their Botanical History – Learning about Botany and the Importance of Herbaria 	             Handout 2.4

What is the name of your plant?
In this activity, you will determine the correct Latin (scientific) name for the plant (species) you have chosen for your botanical history project. You know the common name of your plant, but common names can be very difficult to work with. This is because these names often refer to many different species, whereas the Latin name refers to just a single species. For example, say you wanted to choose a cucumber plant for your botanical history. The common name “cucumber” can be used for the plant we eat (Cucumis sativus), the cucumber tree (Magnolia acuminata), the wild cucumber (Echinocystis lobata) and many others. This is why you need to use the scientific name for the species you have chosen so there is no confusion about which species you actually have. Considering some of these species are poisonous, using the correct identification is very important!
The scientific name of your plant will consist of two parts: the genus and the specific epithet. Together this is referred to as the species name and is a binomial (two-part name). Following the example above, Cucumis is the name of the genus, and sativus is the specific epithet. A genus can contain many species: Cucumis (translates to cucumber in Latin), has about 60 species, one of which is Cucumis sativus. The word “sativus” means “cultivated” in Latin, so the translation of Cucumis sativus literally means the “cultivated cucumber!”
First, you need to make sure you are using the correct common name to refer to your plant. The easiest way to do that is by using Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/. In the search menu in the upper right corner, type in the common name of your plant. NOTE: if you already know the scientific name and are certain of it, you can type that instead. [image: ]
1. Ask yourself if your results make sense. Do you have just one result, or do you have several to choose from? Check the photos and descriptions. Do they match the plant you have chosen? If you can’t find a plant that matches what you discussed with your family, try a different common name or ask your family for more details about the plant. You can also ask your instructor or herbarium staff for help. You should click on each result and check the photos and descriptions to determine which matches the one you have.[image: ]

2. Important: if your results give you a genus only (ex: searching for “rose” will give you Rosa but will not tell you which species you have), it’s likely the common name you searched refers to a large group of many species. If the genus has been grown in gardens, it’s possible you have a hybrid (ex: Rosa hybrida 'Perfume Delight'), a cultivar (ex: Rosa ‘Heritage’), or even a trade name that’s copyrighted (ex: Rosa ‘Knockout’®). You need to have the full species name, but horticultural names can be complicated. Just ask for help from your teacher or herbarium staff to determine the right name to use. Referring to photos or additional information from your family will help to determine the correct species identification. 

3. Once you have found the right match, write both the common name(s) and the scientific name of your species below: 

4. Look at the section on the right-hand side of the page called “scientific classification.” Read the names from top to bottom. The first one should be “Kingdom – Plantae.” Looking through the list, can you identify the major group of plants to which your species belongs? These are the bryophytes (ex: moss), ferns and fern allies, gymnosperms (ex: pine tree), and angiosperms (flowering plants). 



5. What family does your plant belong to? The name will end in “-aceae”. List below. 



6. Click on the link for the family name. Skim that page to see what other plants belong to the same family as your species. List a few of the interesting ones below. 


7. Go back to the Wikipedia page for your species. You will see different sections such as “cultivation,” “history,” “uses,” or “etymology.” Read through these sections to answer the following questions:

a. Where did this species originate? In other words, where does it grow natively? 

b. What other common names are used for this species? 




c. Describe some of the uses of this species. Are any of these the same as how your family used the plant? 

d. Are there any unique chemicals (poison, medicine, etc.) that this species produces? Describe them briefly below. 


e. After skimming each section, list three interesting facts about this species that you didn’t already know. 

8. Now, you will explore the common, or vernacular, name for your species. Type in the following address into your web browser: https://tropicos.org/name/Search?commonname=  In the page that opens, enter your common name into the field labeled “Common Name”. 

a. How many results come up? You can see the number of matches on the upper right side of the results list. 

b. How many different unique families are listed in your results? You can sort by family by clicking that column header. 

c. How many results belong to the same family as your chosen species? Are they in different genera or in the same genus? Example: strawberry matches both Potentilla sterilis and Fragaria virginica. Neither of these is Fragaria x ananassa, which is the cultivated hybrid we all eat at the grocery store. 

d. How might you expect common names to vary if we did the same search in a different part of the world? 

9. Based on your experiences completing this worksheet, how important do you think it is to use a plant’s scientific name versus using its common name? Why?



10. In what circumstances do you think it might be beneficial to use a common name versus its scientific name? 
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