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Turtle Mountain Community College student Fynn Pound, a Turtle Mountain Band of

Chippewa Indians (TMBCI) citizen, identifying grassland plants. Photo by Stacie Blue.

This article is part of a series breaking down and explaining recent food and

farming research for readers of all backgrounds, including those without formal

scientific training.



How many plants could you name just by looking at them? Identifying plants is

important for healthy eating and conscious consumption, but according to previous

research, very few people are confident that they can identify plants properly.

Research recently published in Natural Sciences Education is the first ever done on the

impact of race, gender, and rural versus urban upbringing on plant knowledge. The goal

is to help educators and researchers find new ways to teach plant identification,

gardening, and plant science.

Previous studies suggests that Indigenous communities may focus more on plant

knowledge but not much research has been done in this area. Examples include a

Mayan community in Guatemala studying edible plants, native people in India studying

medicinal plants, and a plant knowledge study done with Native American/Alaskan

Native peoples. 

 A total of 702 students across three North Dakota state colleges and three tribal

colleges completed the survey. It assessed students’ confidence in their plant

knowledge and identification skills, who taught them those skills, and where they

learned them.

The study suggests that differences in plant knowledge largely center around

upbringing. For example, Native American students were theorized to have better plant

knowledge due to upbringing. However, Indigenous students could identify similar

numbers of plants as white students. Overall, 75% of tribal students and 68% of white

students could only identify 10 plants or less. 

Plant knowledge lacking
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Only 39% of rural students in the study said they could identify more than 10 plants

while only 22% of urban students did.

Men self-reported superior identification skills with 40% of the men saying they

could identify more than 10 plants and only 28% of the women doing so.

Unfortunately, the survey found that participants lacked knowledge about plants. Most

people (69%) could only name 10 or fewer, and outside of garden plants, few were

confident in their identification skills. Despite assumptions that Indigenous people would

have more plant knowledge, there was little difference between tribal and non-tribal

respondents. 

Tips for educators when teaching about plants

Adults and children alike can become more confident in their ability to identify plants with

the right education and training programs. When teaching about plants, educators should

consider: 

Focusing on plants that might be useful to people, especially garden plants.

Starting early because plant knowledge drops off after middle school. 

Offering gardening practice, which can be used as a gateway to learn more about other

kinds of plants.



Despite assumptions that Indigenous people

would have more plant knowledge, there was

little difference between tribal and non-tribal

respondents.

The study found that, across demographics, young people struggle to identify plants.

With studies like these, students can be taught to recognize healthy vegetables,

weeds, and poisonous plants while also fostering a greater curiosity for gardening,

farming, and healthy eating.
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