
 

A Basic Guide to Pruning your Apple Trees 
By Erica LaFountain 
To attend a hands-on pruning class with Erica on March 20, 1-3pm, register here. 
 
The time has come to prune your apple trees. If you’ve ever wondered why late winter / early 
spring is the ideal time to do most apple pruning, it’s because the tree is dormant, there are no 
airborne pathogens around. As a bonus, the branch structure is easier to see without the 
leaves. Pruning is necessary to shape your tree, prevent disease, and encourage productive 
fruiting wood (2-3 year old wood). It is best done annually, as mature trees that are left 
unpruned can become unproductive,  
 
So… where should you begin? 
Stand back and look over your tree 
from a slight distance. If there’s 
anything glaring - say a branch that 
is dead, diseased, or damaged, 
remove that first, back to a healthy 
joint (see advice below on where 
and how to cut). After removing 
any diseased branches (and after 
pruning each tree to be safe), clean 
your tools with rubbing alcohol or 
other disinfectant so as not to 
spread it to other branches or other 
trees. Crossing branches can result 
in rubbing and injury particularly in 
high winds or when weighed down 
by fruit so eliminate one of them. 
 
Whether you’re working on a young tree or a mature, neglected one, it’s important to remember 
that you should never remove more than ⅓ of the tree. Doing so can cause excessive 
vegetative growth. So if it’s clear from the start that there’s a large branch that needs to go 
(because it’s dead, diseased, damaged, or interfering with the shape of the tree), then cut only 
that one and call it a day, no matter how tempting it may be to continue pruning. You can get to 
the minor cuts next year. Keep in mind, you can easily reach that ⅓ rule even by cutting a few 
smaller branches, especially on a young tree, so try not to get overzealous. Stepping back 
occasionally can keep your pruning in perspective and is essential for maintaining an overall 
balance of the tree. 
 

Having removed any glaring problems, assess the overall shape of the tree. If the tree is in a 
limited space, or is encroaching on a building, driveway, or walking path, you should use your 
cuts to guide the tree while keeping it in balance. If you have plenty of space for the tree to 
grow into, however, your aim will likely be production and overall tree health. 
 

http://stlawrence.cce.cornell.edu/events/2021/03/20/pruning-your-home-fruit-tree


 

A common training system for apple and pear trees is called the “central leader” system. This 
method involves helping the tree to maintain a dominant apical meristem (a tall, central stem), 
encouraging all other branches to spread horizontally in “scaffolds” or whorls around the trunk. 
A tree trained to the central leader will be taller and narrower that one trained to an “open 
center”, which yields a vase shape. Regardless of which structure you aim for, each branch will 
need adequate vertical and horizontal space to allow good airflow through the tree, and good 
sunlight penetration into the canopy. I’ve even heard it said that when you’re done pruning you 
should be able to throw your hat through the tree without it hitting any branches!  
 
Over time, branches will naturally fill in gaps to take advantage of 
sunlight, but you can aid the tree by preventing branches from 
encroaching on each other’s space and sun by using cuts to 
guide branches to open spaces, and away from other branches. 
Any branches that are growing toward the center of the tree, 
rather than away from it will not serve the tree’s need for sunlight and 
airflow. Also remove drooping branches, which are often shaded, and 
reach too close to the “fungal zone” near the ground when laden. 
 
There are many reasons to encourage and select for horizontal 
branches over branches that grow at a tight angle to the tree. 1. 
Horizontal branches produce moderate vegetative growth and are very fruitful. Because of good 
light exposure, fruits have better color. Remove small branches that grow under larger ones as 
they will be heavily shaded. 2. Horizontal branches also can hold more fruit without breaking. 
Branches with narrow branching angles—where the angle formed between a branch and a 
vertical leader is less than about 60 degrees—are weak and break more easily under the weight 
of fruit. 3. Narrow branching angles also can serve as an entry point for organisms that cause 
disease and decay. 
 
Pruning cuts are either  thinning cuts, 
which remove branches from their point 
of origin, or heading cuts, which shorten 
branches. Favor thinning cuts over 
heading cuts, which can cause unwanted 
vegetative growth. Use hand clippers for 
small branches, up to the diameter of a 
finger, and a sharp saw for anything 
larger than that.  
 
When making a thinning cut, it is 
important to preserve the branch collar 
that forms where the shoot meets the 
branch or trunk. For larger branches, in 
order to prevent the branch you’re cutting from peeling bark from the underside when it falls, it is 
best to do three-step cuts for any branch you can’t easily hold in place with one hand while 



 

cutting. First, find a spot a few inches beyond the site of the final cut, and saw up from the 
underside ⅓ of the way into the branch (this cut will limit the bark stripping on the next cut). 
Next, find a spot a few inches further out on the branch to cut all the way though (taking most of 
the weight off the branch and leaving only a stump). Lastly, cut the stump at the branch collar so 
that the tree will heal easily from the wound. 

 
When making a heading cut, trim back to an 
outward-facing bud, which will encourage the 
branch to grow in the direction of the bud. The 
cut should be around ¼” beyond the bud, at a 45 
degree angle sloping away from the bud so that 
rain will shed away from it easily. 
 
Learn to identify fruiting spurs so that you can 
envision where the fruit will set and make 
pruning decisions accordingly. When you’re 
done, gather up your prunings and put some in a 
vase inside to watch the flowers and leaves 
unfurl far earlier than the trees they came from! 

 
Note: There are some pruning cuts that can be made during the summer. Water sprouts and 
basal suckers, which are vigorous vertical growth you might see at the base of the tree or 
within the branch structure, are weak and don’t fruit well so remove them any time. But if you 
suspect your tree or nearby trees have fireblight, pruning in summer may spread spores, 
causing more harm than good. 
 
Learn more about pruning and training (p. 21-34), establishing an orchard, and growing all kinds 
of fruit from the Cornell Guide to Growing Fruit at Home: 
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/bitstream/handle/1813/67/Cornell_Guide_to_Growing_Fruit.pdf 
 
 


