Ready, set, go collect leaves

Contact: Billy Thomas, extension forester
Starting a leaf collection may seem like a fall activity, but as any seasoned 4-H’er will tell you, summer is the best time to do it.
For some young people, leaf collecting is their first 4-H project or their first introduction to 4-H Forestry. It may also double as a county fair entry. A leaf collection not only teaches young people how to identify tree species, but it also can open their eyes to all the benefits trees and forests provide to humans and the environment. 

Kentucky is home to more than 100 species of broadleaf trees. Broadleaf trees lose their leaves in the fall and make up 95 percent of Kentucky forests. Conifers, or evergreen trees, comprise less than 5 percent.

Collecting leaves in early to mid-summer allows 4-H’ers to have mature leaves in their collection with minimal insect holes, spots or bumps. Leaves collected during the mid-summer may be easier to press, but there is an increased risk of leaf imperfections as the summer marches on.

When collecting leaves, select a small twig on the end of the branch that contains at least two leaves. Mount the best one. Make sure the leaf you select looks very similar to the other leaves on the tree, as some leaves can be more abnormal than others.
 Straighten the leaves by pressing them between two layers of newspapers with cardboard on the outside of each paper. Place a heavy object, such as a brick or book, on top of the leaves. Be sure to change the paper daily for at least two weeks, as it will absorb moisture from the leaves that could cause the leaf to turn dark or spoil. With an adult’s help, another way to press leaves is to place the leaf between two pieces of wax paper and iron them. 
Use glue on the back of each leaf to attach it to an 8.5 by 11 inch paper or cardboard. The heavier and stiffer the paper is the easier it is to keep leaves flat. Generally include only one leaf per sheet of paper, but if you are displaying leaves from trees with more than one leaf shape, like sassafras or mulberry, use enough leaves to represent all of the tree’s different leaf shapes. Make sure the following information is listed on the lower right hand corner of the sheet: tree’s common name, tree’s scientific name, most common purpose, county where collected, month and year collected and tree habitat. 
Once the leaves are mounted, protect them from damage by using acetate or cellophane sheet protectors on each mounting sheet. A stiff-backed, three-ring binder provides a good protective cover for leaf specimens. 
The extension publication FOR-1, also known as the tree ID book, lists 87 common tree species that can help with identification. 4-H Forestry Project Introducing Yourself to Trees is an extension publication that includes step-by-step information for leaf collecting and other 4-H forestry projects. Additional information about starting a leaf collection and collection rules is available by contacting the (COUNTY NAME) Cooperative Extension Service. 

Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, sex, religion, disability or national origin. 
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