
Glossary of Terms: Selection, Planting and Care of Trees

Amending soil – adding material to soil at the time of planting to improve its physical or chemical proper-
ties, or to increase permeability and water retention, e.g., adding compost or other organic material to 
add nutrients.

Back�lling – the process of replacing soil taken out of the ground when digging the hole to plant a tree.

Bare Rooting – the process of removing soil from around the roots of a tree prior to planting in order to 
inspect root condition. 

Circling Root – roots that grow around the 
trunk of a tree in a circular pattern and do 
not grow outward. These roots never 
straighten out, provide little support for the 
tree and have a limited area from which to 
draw water and nutrients. They should be 
pruned at the time of planting. See also 
“Girdling Root”, 

Deer Browsing – the habit of deer to eat the leaves, twigs, buds and young bark of woody plants.

Deer Cage – a wire barrier 
used to protect trees from 
deer browsing and 
rubbing.

Deer Rubbing – the habit of 
male deer to rub their antlers 
against young, supple tree 
trunks to remove velvet from 
the antlers. This process strips 
the bark o� the tree and can 
break the trunk.
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Girdling Root – roots of a tree that grow 
around the trunk in direct contact with it, 
impeding the �ow of water, food and nutri-
ents through the vascular tissue. They 
should be pruned at the time of planting or 
during subsequent years of a tree’s life as a 
part of normal tree care.  See also “Circling 
Root”.

Hardiness – the ability of a plant to grow in an areas’ temperature range, as determined by the 
lowest average annual temperature.

Mulching – the process of covering the ground around a tree with organic material such as shred-
ded bark or wood chips to suppress weed growth, retain soil moisture, ameliorate extreme tempera-
tures and provide nutrients to the soil as the material decays (see “3-3-3 rule.”)

Right Tree/Right Place – term used when deciding what tree to plant and where, and it refers to the 
process of matching a given tree to a speci�c planting location based on the characteristics of the 
tree and the site and is intended to ensure a successful match.

Root Ball – the soil and root component of a ball and
          burlap or container tree.

Root Collar – the area at the base of 
a tree where the trunk ends and the 
roots start. This point is used to set 
the level of the tree relative to 
ground level at the time of planting.

Slurry – a mix of water and soil used when back�lling a 
planting hole to make it easier to get the back�ll between 
the roots minimizing or eliminating air pockets.

Three-Three-Three (3-3-3) Rule – the recommended 
process for mulching a tree at the time of planting, 
limiting the depth of the mulch to no more than three 
inches, ensuring no mulch is closer than three inches to 
the trunk and extending the mulch cover at least three 
feet outward from the trunk in every direction. As the 
tree’s crown spreads as it grows, the mulch circle should 
be extended to the width of the crown for at least the 
�rst three years after planting. 2



Tree Collar or Tree Guard – a plastic sleeve, usually 
about a foot long, that is wrapped around a newly 
planted tree’s trunk to protect it from damage by 
animals, mowers, string trimmers, etc.

Tree Protection – use of tree tubes, collars, 
wire cages or other devices to protect newly-
planted trees from deer browsing and rubbing, 
pests, vandalism and damage from mowers 
and string trimmers.

Tree Spade – a machine used to remove 
trees and their root ball from soil at a 
nursery for transplanting. 

Tree Staking – the process of provid-
ing short-term support for a tree 
using stakes and straps if testing the 
tree shows that it may not be able to 
stand on its own at the time of plant-
ing due to moist soil, a windy expo-
sure, or other reasons. Stakes should 
be removed as soon three to six 
months from planting.

Tree Stock Forms  (Bare Root, 
Container, Ball and Burlap): the 
common forms that trees are avail-
able in for planting.
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Tree Tube – a plastic tube, usually about 
four feet tall and six inches in diameter, 
used to protect trees from deer browsing 
and rubbing.

Volcano Mulching – an improper mulching 
technique where mulch is piled high against 
and around the trunk of a tree forming a 
cone or volcano-shaped pile (see “Three-
three-three rule”).

Wire Basket – a wire frame used for tree stock in 
ball and burlap form to secure the burlap 
around the root ball for shipping.
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