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Plant heat tolerance is harder to get a handle on. 
Fewer references provide this information. But, look 
around your community, especially in the southern 
half of the state: spruce, white pine, or lilacs are not 
doing well, partly because of the stress of long, hot 
summers. 

Light Requirement. Plants can differ greatly 
in the amount of light that they need to thrive. For 
example, daylilies need full sun, while hostas can 
be damaged unless partially shaded. Select plants 
that require the amount of sun or shade available in 
your landscape.

Moisture Requirement. As with light, plants 
can differ in their need for water. Santolina thrives 
in a dry site but dies if kept too wet. Try to select 
and group plants together that have similar water 
needs. This encourages plant survival and improves 
efficiency of water use in the landscape.

Soil Drainage. Even plants that need a lot of 
water can be killed if they are planted in a poorly 
drained soil. Plant roots need some oxygen to 
function normally; this is supplied in air spaces in 
the soil. If a soil has small air spaces between soil 
particles, it is more likely to hold moisture instead 
of draining out and being replaced with air. The 
result can be root death followed by plant decline. 

Many hollies, azaleas, dogwoods, and junipers are 
lost causes if soil has poor internal drainage or 
percolation. Check or correct soil drainage or select 
appropriate plants.

Soil pH Requirement. If the soil pH is not 
in an acceptable range, some plant species have a 
difficult time taking up certain nutrient elements. 
The result can be a chronically yellow and poorly 
growing plant. Azaleas and other acid loving plants 
need a low soil pH. Check the pH with a soil test. 
In some naturally high pH soils, acid loving plants 
should not even be considered for the landscape.

Pest Susceptibility. Some plants are very sus-
ceptible to insect and disease problems. You can 
spend a lot of time and money on pesticides to keep 
those plants looking good. Excessive use of some 
pesticides can also be environmentally unsound. 
The problem can be reduced from the start if you 
are careful about the plants you select for your land-
scape. Red tip (photinia) is just about guaranteed to 
have real disease problems. You can count on scale 
insects if you use Japanese euonymus. 

Rate of Growth and Mature Size. A common 
mistake in landscape design is to underestimate how 
big a plant will get. Keep mature size of the plant in 
mind when designing the landscape. Select plants 

Figure 6. In Alabama, Plant Hardiness Zone 8 reaches from about Clanton south; the rest of the state is in Zone 7
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that will reach an appropriate size for the location 
you have in mind. Or, select plants that can be kept 
in bounds with little effort.

Arranging Plants in the Landscape
In most residential landscape situations, plants 

are used or arranged in seven basic ways (Figure 7).
The specimen plant is a center of attention. 

It deserves a prominent place in the landscape. 
However, you should use plants sparingly in this way 
because the specimen can dominate the landscape so 
much that it detracts from the overall landscape unity.

An accent is like a specimen but more subtle. 
Consider it a featured plant in a grouping of other 
plants.

Corner plantings are groups of plants used to 
“tie down” the corners of the house. Corner plantings 
blend the vertical line of the wall with the horizontal 
plane of the ground. The corner planting should not 
grow higher than two-thirds of the height of the eaves, 

although this is not a hard and fast rule and creativity 
can be the overriding consideration. However, the 
corner planting should involve a sequence of lower-
to-higher or higher-to-lower plants.

Foundation plants, like corner plantings, help 
anchor the house to the ground. The foundation 
planting should also direct the eye of the viewer to 
the entrance. Generally, taller plants are placed on, or 
beyond, the corners with height of plants descending 
toward the entrance. Do not think you have to put 
plants all the way across the foundation. The main 
idea is to anchor and direct, not camouflage.

Plants used to identify an entryway like the drive
way, a garden gate, or an entry to the house are called 
entrance plantings. Groupings of plants should be 
used in such a way to clearly invite the viewer to the 
designated place of entry.

Groupings of plants used to divide and define 
spaces in the yard are called borders. Borders,  
especially in the corners of the property, often should 
be taller near the center and taper to the ends. Leave 
spaces between borders to avoid monotony and cre-
ate windows to enhance views. However, borders 
don’t have to be tall. For example, a low border can 
be used to separate a driveway from the lawn. It can 
serve to direct foot traffic.

Screens are groupings of plants used to hide or 
cover unwanted views or objects. Evergreen plants 
are an important part of screens, but they should not 
be the only plants used. Add deciduous plants for 
variety in color and texture. The screen needs to be 
at least 6 feet high to be effective.

Landscape plants should be arranged in defined, 
mulched beds. Planting beds should have either 
straight or gradually curving lines to make main-
tenance easier and to make them useful to easily 
direct the eye. Sudden dips and jags are unattractive. 
Bed lines should be oriented at a 90-degree angle 
where they meet a sidewalk or structure. This gives 
a sense of completion to the bed line. Where possi-
ble, include trees in mulched beds. Even a mulched 
area around specimen trees is desirable to protect 
them from lawnmower and string trimmer injury.

Figure 7. Arranging plants in the landscape. (Also see 
Putting Ideas on Paper, page 10.)

Key
	A   	Crimson pigmy barberry, Berberis thunbergii var. 
	 atropurpurea Crimson Pigmy.
B   Natchez crapemyrtle, Lagerstroemia indica Natchez.
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When planning your landscape design and 
choosing plants for it, always keep in mind an idea 
of what you want to create. This guiding idea is the 
same as an approach, concept, or theme. It should 
fit with your home and its surroundings. If you 
have a wooded lot and rustic home, you might take 
a naturalistic approach using such plants as aza-
leas, dogwoods, and oaks in groups. If your home 
is formal, arrange shrub and flower beds in more 
symmetrical patterns with straight lines and use 
such formal plants as clipped hedges of boxwoods. 
Yuccas and junipers complement Spanish archi-
tecture, and old-fashioned plants such as crape-
myrtle and jasmine complement colonial homes. A 
landscape design without a guiding theme can be 
neither effective nor attractive.

Keep your landscape simple. Use a small num-
ber of plants with different characteristics; and 
repeat these. Use even fewer unusual plants. Use 
simple lines for edges of borders, walks, and drives. 
And, use simple arrangements for groupings of 
plants. Take your plan to your local garden center for 
suggestions or help in plant selection.

Simplicity is the key to both lower maintenance 
and effective landscapes. Simplicity, combined with 
your creativity, is the key to a landscape which 
your family can use and enjoy.

Putting Ideas on Paper

4
Standard symbols are used to depict 
on the plan the kinds of plants and 
structures to be used in the landscape 
(Figure 8). For example, a broadleaf 
deciduous tree, like a dogwood, may 
be  depicted with a rounded canopy 
line or as leafless branches. Broadleaf 

evergreen shrubs, like azaleas, might be illustrated as 
circles with rounded edges. Pines and other needle 
evergreens are often pictured with sharp edges. 
The use of fancy symbols in your landscape plan 
is not essential; simply using circles drawn to scale 
with a circle template is all right as long as you are 
consistent. But, it is helpful to be familiar with the 
symbols that are typically used so you can recognize 
the general kinds of plants used as you look at the 
plan of a professional landscape design.

Keep in mind that the circles used to represent 
the plants should be drawn to scale such that the 
plants are illustrated at their mature size. Put plants 
on the plan as if someone else would need to know 
exactly where you want plants to be planted.

The landscape plan is of little use unless the 
plants are identified on the plan (Figure 7). This 
is known as keying, and, although it is somewhat 
tedious, it is important. After all, you may put your 
plan away until you can afford to install another 
portion of your landscape. You may forget what 
plants were selected; without the key, you are lost. 
On the key, include the number and size of plants 
that need to be purchased. Also include the scien-
tific names of plants to avoid confusion when you 
purchase them.

Figure 8. Standard symbols depict the kinds of plants 
and structures on the plan.
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It is most common for homeowners to install 
their landscape design in stages. It certainly doesn’t 
have to be done all at once. If limited funds or 
other reasons cause you to spread out the instal-
lation of your landscape over time, consider this 
priority system for getting the design from the plan 
into the ground:

1. Establish a lawn or a groundcover first to  
          prevent soil from washing or blowing away.

2. Put trees in next, because they take many  
          years to become established.

3. Then add foundation, corner, and entrance  
          plantings. These plantings around the house  
          add to its appearance, adorn the house, and  
          tie it down.

4. Use borders and screens to create spaces  
          and serve other functions.

5. Refinements such as flower beds, ponds,  
          lighting, and specimen plants are all possible  
          additions for many areas of the landscape.

The landscape is dynamic. It changes by the 
hour as sun and shade move across the yard. It 
changes by the day as flowers bloom and fade. 
It changes by the season as leaves change color 
and flowers develop into fruit. It changes through 
the years as plants grow, expand, and reproduce. 
Balancing and using these factors and others to 
enhance the beauty and value of your property 
are part of the challenge and joy of residential  
landscape design.
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Kerry Smith, Extension Associate. Originally prepared by J. David Williams, 
former Extension Horticulturist, and Ken Tilt, former Extension Horticulturist, 
Professor, both in Horticulture.

For more information, call your county Extension office. Look in your telephone direc-
tory under your county’s name to find the number.
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