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Scientists classify plants into 12 divisions, based on the characteristics of the plants and 

how closely related the plants are. The plants in each division are further divided into 
smaller groups of related plants. Each individual type of plant is given a scientific name 

that is made up of the genus it belongs to and the species it is. For example, the scientific 

name of a sunflower is Helianthus annuus. Helianthus is the genus in which a sunflower 

belongs. A sunflower’s species name is annuus. Other plant species that are related to 

sunflowers also belong to the genus Helianthus. 

Using scientific names for plants ensures that everyone is talking about the same plant. 

But what if a person who is not a scientist and not an avid gardener wants to choose plants 

for a garden or landscape? Knowing a plant’s scientific name doesn’t help the average person 

know what environmental conditions the plant needs or what characteristics the plant 

has. In this activity, you will examine other ways plants can be grouped. 

 

Part A: Other Ways to Group Plants 

Grouping plants in other ways is useful to 

gardeners and landscapers. Catalogs, plant 

nurseries, and garden stores often group 

plants by their characteristics. This infor- 

mation helps people choose plants that they 

like and that will grow well where planted. 

Table 1 lists some of the questions a person 

buying plants might ask and possible answers 

to the questions. Study the table and then 
answer the Analyze and Conclude questions. 

 

 

Analyze and Conclude 

Respond to each statement. 

1. State what a person needs to know 

before buying plants. 

Table 1 
 

Questions Possible Answers 

What do I want to 

plant? 

flower, vegetable, deciduous tree 

or shrub, evergreen tree or shrub, 

vine, groundcover  

How long is the 

plant’s life span? 
annual, biennial, perennial  

How much sunlight 

does the plant need? 

• full sunlight (at least 6 hours) 

• partial shade (3–4 hours) 

• shade (bright reflected light but 
little or no direct sunlight) 

How much moisture 

does the plant need? 
• will grow in dry soil 

• grows best in moist places 

How big will the 

plant grow? 

• height and width of mature plant 

• size of flower, fruit, vegetable, 

or 

leaves 

  

  

  

  

  

2. Suppose you were choosing plants for an area with large trees. Determine what main 

factor you would need to consider. 
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Real-World Biology: Analysis, Plants for Gardens and Landscapes continued 

 

 

Part B: Cultivars and Varieties 

Catalogs, plant nurseries, and garden centers pro- 

vide a wealth of information about plants. Of 

course, one of the main pieces of information is the 
names of the plants. Sometimes, only the common 

names are used. Often, both the common names 

and scientific names are used. But what would you 

think if the common name of a plant was Black-eyed 

Susan, and its scientific name was R. hirta ‘Prairie 

Sun’ instead of Rudbeckia hirta? The first part is 

easy. The genus name Rudbeckia is abbreviated. 

‘Prairie Sun’ in single quotes is added to the scien- 

tific name and is the name of the cultivar. A cultivar 
is a group of plants that has been developed from 

a species and maintained by cultivation of specific 

characteristics. It does not exist in nature. The word 

cultivar comes from the words cultivated and variety. 

Variety is another term that is added to the scien- 

tific name of some plants. These plants are subspe- 

cies of a natural species. The subspecies are different 
enough to have separate names, but not different 

enough to be separate species. Cabbage is Brassica 

olerocea capitata, and broccoli is Brassica oleracea 

italica. Notice that the variety names—capitata and 

italica—are Latin and written in italic. Study the 

plant names in Table 2and then answer the ques- 

tions. 

 
Table 2 
 

 Common 
Name 

Scientific Name 

Plant 1 coneflower Echinacea purpurea 

Plant 2 coneflower 
Echinacea purpurea 

’Fragrant Angel’ 

Plant 3 cauliflower Brassica oleracea botrytis 

Analyze and Conclude 

Use Table 2 to respond to each question and statement. 

1. Identify which of the three plants above is a cultivar. How do you know? 

  

  

2. Explain what each word means in the scientific name for Plant 3. Use the terms 

species, variety, and genus in your answer. 

  

  

  

3. Contrast What is the difference between a cultivar and a variety? 
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