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Vegetative Identification 
of Cool Season Turfgrasses 

      Key Identification Structures 

Vernation: As new leaves emerge from the surrounding leaf sheaths,  
they tend to be either rolled or folded. 

       Key Identification Structures 

Leaf tips: Leaves tend to be either pointed or boat shaped at the tip. 
While this can be a useful ID characteristic, leaves often show intermediate  
forms which can create confusion. Bluegrasses and Orchardgrass have the  
most distinctly boat shaped leaf tips among cool season turfgrasses. 

Pointed leaf tip 
Boat shaped leaf tip 



12/3/09 

2 

       Key Identification Structures 

Leaf Surface Morphology: The upper leaf surface of cool season  
grasses Is generally, either smooth or distinctly ridged. The ryegrasses and  
bentgrasses all have ridged upper leaf surfaces. Bluegrasses have smooth 
upper leaf surfaces. 

Smooth leaf surface Ridged leaf surface 

       Key Identification Structures 

Leaf Surface Morphology: The lower leaf surface of cool season  
grasses Is generally smooth and with or without a distinct keel running down  
the center. In the field the underside of the leaf in some grasses is very shiny 
(ryegrasses and Poa trivialis). Other grasses are dull (bentgrasses). Many  
Grasses tend to look shiny in the greenhouse. 

Smooth leaf surface Large distinct keel Small distinct keel 

     Key Identification Structures 

Ligule:  At the junction of the leaf blade and sheath is a structure called a ligule. 
Ligules can be absent, short, or long. Some are truncate and others are pointed. 
They can also be feathery ,membranous, or translucent. 

Short truncate Medium membranous Long and feathery 
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      Key Identification Structures 

Auricles: Appendages located at the collar near the ligule. 
They can be absent, rudimentary, pointed, or clasping. 

These are clasping auricles 

Common Cool Season Turfgrasses:  
   These include turfgrasses common in lawns 

Bluegrasses (Poa) 
 Kentucky bluegrass (Poa pratensis) 
 Roughstalk bluegrass (Poa trivialis) 
 Annual bluegrass (Poa annua) 

Bentgrasses (Agrostis) 
 Colonial bentgrass (Agrostis capillaris) 
 Dryland bentgrass (Agrostis castellana) 
 Creeping bentgrass (Agrostis stolonifera) 
 Velvet bentgrass (Agrostis canina) 

Ryegrasses (Lolium) 
 Perennial ryegrass (Lolium perenne) 
 Annual ryegrass (Lolium multiflorum) 
 Tall fescue (Lolium arundinaceum) 

Fine fescues (Festuca) 
 Strong creeping red fescue (Festuca rubra  ssp. rubra) 
 Slender creeping red fescue (Festuca rubra  ssp. litoralis) 
 Chewing’s fescue (Festuca rubra  ssp. commutata 
 Sheep fescue  (Festuca ovina ssp. hirtula) 
 Hard fescue  (Festuca trachyphylla) 

Kentucky bluegrass   (Poa pratensis) 
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Kentucky bluegrass  Poa pratensis L. 

Keel: Distinct but small 

Vernation: Folded 

Top: smooth 

Bottom:  
smooth, usually dull  
sometimes shiny 

Leaf characteristics 

Kentucky bluegrass 

Smooth top  

Small ligule 

Boat shaped tip 
Folded vernation 

Kentucky bluegrass 

Smooth upper leaf  

Kentucky bluegrass is an upright grower 
and a vigorous rhizome producer. Rhizomes 
make it an aggressive sod former and heavy  
thatch producer. 

Rhizomes 

Thatch 
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  Roughstalk bluegrass   (Poa trivialis) 

Roughstalk bluegrass growing as a contaminant 
In a Kentucky bluegrass lawn. It tends to look wavy when mowed above 1”. 

Rough Stalk bluegrass  Poa trivialis   L. 

Vernation: Folded 
leaf characteristics 

Top: smooth 

Bottom:  
smooth, always shiny 

Keel: Distinct but small 
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Annual bluegrass   (Poa annua) 

Annual bluegrass encroaching into a perennial ryegrass sports field in Seattle, WA. 
Annual bluegrass often totally dominates athletic and golf type turf. 

Vigorous winter growth makes  
annual bluegrass very competitive 
with poor winter growers west  
of the Cascade mountains. 
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Annual bluegrass is one of the few grasses that can flower and set seed  
under regular mowing. Annual seed set enables it to dominate lawns by 
constantly re-establishing itself. 

Annual bluegrass   Poa annua L. 

leaf characteristics Vernation: Folded 

Top: smooth 

Bottom:  
smooth & dull 

Keel: Distinct but small 

Annual bluegrass 

Boat shaped leaf tip 

Large membranous ligule 
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Bentgrasses    Agrostis sp. 

Bentgrass invasion of lawns 

Bentgrass  Agrostis sp. 

early stage 

climax stage 

Creeping bentgrass  Agrostis stolonifera L. 

leaf characteristics 
Vernation: rolled 

Top: distinct ridges 

Bottom: smooth, always dull Keel: small, often distinct 
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Long feathered ligule 

Creeping bentgrass 

Perennial ryegrass   Lolium perenne 

Color range of 
perennial ryegrass cultivars. Color comparison of ryegrass  

planted into an old climax lawn 

P. rye. Climax turf 

Perennial ryegrass lawn  

Perennial ryegrass lawn 
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Perennial ryegrass       Lolium perenne L. 

leaf characteristics Vernation: folded 

Top: distinctly ridged 

Bottom:  
   smooth, very shiny  

Keel: large, distinct 

Ridges on top of leaf Bottom of leaf is smooth and shiny 

Ligule is small 

Annual ryegrass   Lolium multiflorum 
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Annual ryegrass Perennial ryegrass 

Notice the rank coarse textured appearance of the annual ryegrass in this  
young planting. This is one reason to avoid cheap seed mixes! 

Annual ryegrass   Lolium multiflorum  Lam. 

leaf characteristics 
Vernation: rolled 

Top: distinctly ridged 

Bottom: 
  smooth 
  very shiny 

Keel: large, distinct 

Annual Ryegrass 

Clasping Auricles 
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Tall fescue   Lolium arundinaceum 

Tall fescue mowed at 2” Kentucky bluegrass mowed at 2” 

Tall fescue   Lolium arundinaceum (Schreb.) Darbysh. 

leaf characteristics Vernation: rolled  

Top: distinctly ridged 

Bottom: 
  smooth, sometimes irregular 

Keel: distinct at leaf base, 
 often disappears toward 
 leaf tip. 
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Tall fescue 

Leaves have ridges on top 

Vernation is rolled 

Note hairs at collar margins 
Small ligule 

Variable sized auricles 

Fine fescues   Festuca sp. 

Fine fescue lawn. 

Thatch development in a 
2 yr. old lawn 
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Strong creeping red fescue   Festuca rubra ssp. rubra 

leaf characteristics Vernation: 
        folded 

Top: distinctly ridged 

Bottom: 
  smooth Keel: distinct 

Strong creeping red fescue has rhizomes 

Unplanted cool season grasses often found in lawns:   
   These grasses may be introduced as contaminants in cheap seed mixes 
   or be present in the soil seed bank at the time of planting.  

Roughstalk bluegrass (Poa trivialis)* 
Annual bluegrass (Poa annua)* 

Dryland bentgrass (Agrostis castellana)* 
Creeping bentgrass (Agrostis stolonifera)* 

Tall fescue (Lolium arundinaceum)* 

Orchardgrass (Dactylis glomerata)** 

Common velvetgrass (Holcus lanatus)** 
German velvetgrass (Holcus mollis) 

Quackgrass (Elymus repens) 

Rat’s-tail fescue (Vulpia myuros)**  


