
 
START 
HERE 

Spikelets (1 or more) directly 
attached on one rachis – i.e. 
spikes and racemes; may include 

inflorescences that contain 

multiple spikes or racemes
2 

TRIBE Wheat / 
Barley/ 
Wheatgrasses  

(Hordeae) 
)) 

Spikelets  (1 
or more) 
alternating on 

opposite sides 

of rachis  

Spikelets all 
on one side of 

rachis TRIBE Grama  

(Chlorideae) 
Spikelets in pairs, one directly 
attached, another pediceled; may 
include inflorescences that 

contain multiple spikes or 
racemes 
 TRIBE Bluestem 

(Andropogoneae) 

Spikelets pediceled on 
divided rachis – i.e. 

panicles, but also 
including racemes with 
very long pedicels but 

not inflorescences with 
compound / multiple 
spikes and racemes

1
 

Two or more 
fertile florets 

per spikelet 

1
st

 (lower) glumes 
(approx.) as long or 
longer than the first 

lemma;  lemma awns, if 
present, attached to back 

of lemma (dorsal) 

TRIBE Oats 
(Aveneae) 
 

1
st

 glumes shorter than first 
lemma;  lemma awns, if 
present, attached to tip of 

lemma (terminal) 

TRIBE Bluegrass / 

Fescue (Festuceae) One fertile floret per 

spikelet 

One sterile floret below fertile floret in each spikelet 

TRIBE Panics 

(Paniceae) 

No sterile florets present 

below fertile one 

Glumes absent TRIBE Rice 

(Oryzeae) 

Glumes present 

1
st

  (lower) glume longer 
than first lemma; lemmas 
laterally compressed, +/- 

awns 

Sub Group “Bents” 
e.g. Agrostis, Calamagrostis, 
Podagrostis, Calamovilfa, 

Phleum, some Muhlenbergia 

1
st

  (lower) glume less 
than or equal to the first 

lemma; lemmas various 

TRIBE Bents, 
Stipoids, Dropseeds 

(Agrostideae) 

1
st

 glume more or less equal to lemma which is 
hard, callused, sharp-pointed; length of lemma 
may be difficult to assign because of gradation of 

lemma into long, usually stout terminal awn. 

Sub Group 
“Needlegrasses” 
e.g. Hesperostipa, 

Achnatherum, Nasella, 

Aristida 

Sub Group 
“Dropseeds” 
e.g. Sporobolus, most 

Muhlenbergia 

Two sterile florets below fertile floret in 

each spikelet 

TRIBE Reed 
Canarygrass 

(Phalaridae) 

Field Guide to Common Colorado Major Grass Groups 

(Tribes) 

CAUTION: 
Tribes used here 
are as treated by 

A.S. Hitchcock in 
the early 20th 

century.  They DO 
NOT fully corres-

pond to modern 
tribe categories 

and as such are 
not phylo-gene-

tically natural in all 
cases.  The older 

system is used 
here because it 

can be used with 
field-observable 

characters. 

Note these are 

Colorado tribes 
only (not  

worldwide). 

Because of the 

simplicity here, 

exceptions do 
occur – less 

common grasses 
may not work out.  

The intention of 
this contribution is 

to assist novices 
as they begin to 

enjoy grasses, not 
to satisfy full 

agrostologic 
propriety. 

Serious students 
should apply them-

selves to under-
standing and use 

of R. Shaw (2008) 
Grasses of 

Colorado. 

1Note that besides 

the presence of 
compound spikes 

in genera such as 
Andropogon, the 

presence else-
where of abbrev-

iated panicle 
development (such 

as in Setaria) may 

be confusing. 
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Visual Key to Grass Tribes -- D. Buckner, 2013 for Colorado Native 
Plant Society Workshop Tribes based primarily on Hitchcock (1935) 
Manual of the Grasses of the United States; Bent Tribe sub-
groups can only be blamed on me –they are for practical use 
only, and are not claimed to be biologically natural in any way. 

1
st

 glume shorter than first lemma 

1
st

 glume equal to or 
exceeding lemma, lemma 

awns dorsal 

Foxtails 
(Alopecurus) 


