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Lesson 3: Plant and Seed Identification

Weeds rob crops of sunlight, nutrients, and water, which 
are needed for proper growth and development of crops. 
In order to effectively control crop pests such as weeds, 
proper and early detection is necessary. Unfortunately, 
weeds are not easy to identify. The ability to identify weed 
and crop plants and seeds is necessary to effectively manage 
crop production.

Seed Identification

Seed identification is important for seed selection and weed 
control. Some seeds vary greatly, while others are very much 
alike. The five characteristics used in seed identification are 
size, shape, color, surface markings, and other botanical 
characteristics. Table 3.1, “Descriptions of Selected Crop 
Seeds” and Table 3.2, “Descriptions of Selected Weed 
Seeds,” identify the characteristics of common crop and 
weed seeds.

Weed Classes

Loss of and damage to crops caused by weeds cost American 
farmers millions of dollars each year. These losses increase 
production costs and reduce profit.  Weeds also serve as 
hosts to insects and diseases. The presence of weeds in a 
field can weaken crop plants, making them more susceptible 
to diseases.

Weeds can also be harmful to animals and people. Certain 
weeds can cause severe illness and even death when eaten. 
Steps have been taken to properly identify and classify 
weeds that pose health problems. The three classifications 
of weeds are prohibited, noxious, and common.

Prohibited weeds such as Canadian thistle, field bindweed, 
and Johnson grass are difficult to control because of their 
growth, length of life, or abundant seed production. Missouri 
law prohibits the sale of agricultural crop seed that contains 
prohibited weed seeds.

Giant foxtail, dodder, and quackgrass are examples of 
noxious weeds that can be controlled, but with difficulty. 
The presence of noxious weed seeds in agricultural crop 
seed is restricted in Missouri.

Common weeds like crabgrass, cocklebur, and chickweed 
are those weeds that are not classified as prohibited or 
noxious. These weeds are relatively easy to control but 
interfere with agricultural production by reducing crop 
yields and increasing production costs.

Plant Identification

Botanical and agronomic characteristics are used to identify 
crop and weed plants. There are five main characteristics 
that can be used to identify crop and weed plants. These 
characteristics include: 1) leaf shape, 2) stem, 3) flower, 4) 
root, and 5) other characteristics. Table 3.3, “Descriptions 
of Selected Crop Plants,” and Table 3.4, “Descriptions of 
Selected Weed Plants,” present characteristics of crop and 
weed plants. Additional information on plant life cycle, plant 
height, and where the plant is most commonly found may 
also be helpful in plant identification.

Summary

Identification of crop and weed seeds and plants is important 
for crop production. Proper identification and control of 
weeds increase profitability. Some weeds are harmful to 
animal and human health. Weeds are classified as prohibited, 
noxious, and common.
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University of Missouri-Columbia: University Extension agri
cultural publications:

1.	 RP0089: Annual Broadleaf Weed Seedling Identification
2.	 G04850: Common Names of Weeds in Missouri Field 

Crops
3.	 G04863: Pasture Weeds (Perennials)
4.	 RP0281: Weeds of the North Central States

Glossary of Terms Used in Identification

Auricle: Claw-like appendages at the junction of the leaf 
blade and leaf sheath of grasses.

Awn: A hair-like projection occurring on the lemma of a 
seed.

Callus: Enlarged base at end of the lemma.

Culm: Stem.

Hilum: The scar at the point of attachment of a seed to the 
pod.

Lemma: The husk on the back, dorsal side of the grass 
seed.

Ligule: Membranous, upright structure located on the collar 
between leaf blade and leaf sheath of grasses.

Palea: The husk on the front, ventricle side of the grass seed.

Palmately trifoliolate: No distinct petiolule bearing central-
terminal leaflet.

Pinnately trifoliolate: Central-terminal leaflet borne on a 
conspicuous petiolule.

Pubescence: Hairiness of leaves.

Rachilla: A small stem to which a grass seed is attached to 
the branch or stem.

Rhizome: Underground creeping stem.

Stipule: Leaf-like structure from either side of the leaf base.

Stolon: Above ground, horizontal stem.
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