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An important maintenance activity each gardener must perform is pruning of woody ornamental 

plants and trees.  Pruning systematically removes plant parts to increase the value of a plant by 

maintaining its health and vigor, modifying its form and size, modifying its flowering or fruit-

ing, and maintaining an attractive plant.  It also removes injured, dying, or dead wood, elimi-

nates entry points for insects and disease, encourages branching and bushy growth, and rejuve-

nates the plants.  Here in the Parker F. Scripture Garden, we will be pruning the deciduous 

shrubs throughout the garden during the year; pruning of the trees will be left to the expert    

arborists. 

 

There are three reasons for pruning deciduous shrubs:  (1) to “thin out,” opening up the plant to 

light and air, establishing its structure, and directing its growth; (2) to “head off” the plant, 

shortening plant stems, making the plant more dense, and reducing its height without changing 

its natural shape; and (3) to renew the plant and/or rejuvenate old or overgrown ones, removing 

the oldest and largest, broken, damaged, dead or diseased and unattractive or unruly branches.  

Pruners must assess the whole plant before making any pruning cuts, and never make a cut 

without knowing the reason for doing so. 

 

Basic Principles  

The time of year for pruning depends upon the type of plant, the desired outcome, and the se-

verity of pruning.  However, remedial pruning to remove broken, dead, or diseased branches 

can be done at any time with little negative effect on the plant.  Whenever material is removed 

from a plant, through natural causes or by pruning, the plant will usually respond by making 

new growth elsewhere.  In general, the harder the pruning, the more vigorous the re-growth will 

be.  General pruning principles are: 

 Spring and early summer-flowering shrubs flower on the previous season’s growth. When 

pruning plants that are grown for their spring flowers, prune last year’s growth soon after 

they bloom to permit new wood to grow and ripen to bloom the following year. 

 Late summer and autumn flowering shrubs that flower on the current season’s growth do so 

from buds formed that same spring, and so prune in late winter/early spring to encourage 

vigorous shoots that will flower the same year.   

 Prune evergreen and deciduous shrubs grown for foliage in late winter/early spring before 

new growth starts. 
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Pruning Techniques: 

 Use sharpened pruning shears, loppers, and a good saw; 

 Wear protective gloves and eye protection; 

 When pruning diseased wood, disinfect tools in between each cut with denatured alcohol or 

bleach;  

 Prune limbs not thicker than a pencil with hand shears; scissor action pruners (which have 

one sharpened, beveled blade that cuts by gliding against a thicker, sharp blade) are pre-

ferred over anvil-action pruners (which have a sharp blade that cuts against a broad, flat-

tened, grooved blade) which do not make close cuts, and may crush the stem against the 

flattened blade; 

 Prune limbs up to ¾ inch thick with loppers, which are scissor-action pruners, with larger 

blades and long handles to increase leverage; 

 Prune branches bigger than ¾ inch thick with a pruning saw, which has a narrow curved 

blade and coarse teeth; limbs that are out of reach should be pruned with pole pruners, and 

should be left to experts; 

 

When pruning, you should: 

 Prune from the bottom of the plant up, and from the inside out; 

 Remove all damaged, diseased, and dead wood; 

 Remove interfering branches that rub together or that grow back into the center of the plant; 

leave the best placed ones; keep the ones that head up and out from the center or that fill 

empty spaces. 

 Remove suckers and watersprouts as close as possible to the main root; 

 Make all pruning cuts at a 45-degree angle. 

 To direct growth of a plant, cut just above a bud on a branch pointed in the direction that 

you want the plant to grow. 

 

Suggested Pruning Timetable for Deciduous Plants: 

Late Winter/Early Spring (just before bud break): 

Prune roses and other summer-blooming shrubs (such as hydrangea, Rose of Sharon, butterfly 

bush, dogwood, St. John’s-wort, Russian sage, privet, false spirea, and snowberry) as follows: 

 Cut damaged, diseased, winter-killed or weak twiggy wood back to healthy growth;  

 Remove the oldest canes or branches from mature shrubs, leaving 5 or 6 green new ones; 

 Remove growth an inch below any canker; 

 Cut just above a bud that points outward to produce a well-shaped plant. 

 Prune back one-half of new growth of junipers, yews and arborvitae;  

 Prune most types of spring-blooming vines (including akebia, bittersweet, clematis, climb-

ing hydrangea, honeysuckle, hops, red twig dogwood, and silver lace) back to healthy wood 

after blooming; 

 Prune overgrown broad-leafed evergreens or deciduous shrubs (to allow the greatest amount 

of re-growth and a longer growing season for the new growth to fully mature before winter). 

 Prune dormant fruit trees, grape vines, blueberries and brambles. 

 

 



Pruning—Page 3 

 

Spring (After bud-break)  

 Avoid pruning deciduous plants while they are leafing out (it is better to see size, shape, 

disease, and damage while pruning in the summer (i.e., July). 

 Prune spring-flowering shrubs after blooming (including azaleas, pearl bush, forsythia, 

ninebark, mock orange, rhododendron, bridal wreath spirea, thunbergi, weigela); clip back 

terminals of new shoots and spent flowers to encourage production of side shoots and flow-

er buds; 

 Pinch out one half of new growth on flowering shrubs, as well as evergreens, to encourage 

branching, production of side shoots and flower buds, while promoting compact growth; 

 

Summer (After new growth starts to become woody) 

 Avoid heavy pruning that would put too much stress on plants or stimulate new shoots that 

will not fully harden before winter (limit pruning to removal of damaged or dead wood, 

especially conifers); 

 Tidy up, remove suckers and watersprouts; 

 Shear/rejuvenate hedges; 

 

Early Fall 

 Prune wisteria vines. 

 

Fall into Winter: 

 Ease off any pruning that will result in large wound scars. 

 

Winter (after hard freezes, when plants are truly dormant) 

 Prune dormant plants. 

 Rejuvenate any shrubs that have grown out of bounds. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Resources: 

Cornell University Cooperative Extension, “Pruning – An Illustrated Guide to Pruning Orna-

mental Trees and Shrubs”, Information Bulletin 23, Donald A. Rakow and Richard Weir, III 

Oneida County Cooperative Extension Master Gardener Volunteer Training Manual, 

“Pruning”, Susan Barton and Richard Weir,III 

“Rodale’s Ultimate Encyclopedia of Organic Gardening”, Revised 2009, edited by Fern Mar-

shall Bradley, Barbara W. Ellis, and Ellen Phillips 

National Home Gardening Club “Gardening Essentials”, Copyright 1999, Author Barbara 

Pleasant 

“Treasury of Gardening”, Copyright 1998, Various Authors 
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This publication may contain pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly, some 

materials mentioned may no longer be available, and some uses may no longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, 

sold, and/or applied in New York State must be registered with the New York State Department of Environmental 

Conservation (DEC). Questions concerning the legality and/or registration status for pesticide use in New York 

State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Extension Specialist or your regional DEC office. 

READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE.  
 

DISCLAIMER:  Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Oneida County nor any representative 

thereof makes any representation of any warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the 

information provided by us or regarding any product. If a product is involved, it is the sole responsibility of the 

User to read and follow all product labeling instructions and to check with the manufacturer or supplier for the 

most recent information. Nothing contained in this information should be interpreted as an express or implied en-

dorsement of any particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With respect to any information on pest 

management, the User is responsible for obtaining the most up-to-date pest management information. The infor-

mation we provide is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely responsible for reading and following 

the manufacturer’s labeling and instructions. (October 2009) 
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