
Tree Basics:
Select, Plant and Care for Your Tree

Tim Maywalt
March 31, 2026
Charlottesville Area Tree Stewards

Where to find these slides:

https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how
-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/

https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/
https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/
https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/
https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/
https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/
https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/
https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/
https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/
https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/
https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/
https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/
https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/
https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/
https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/
https://charlottesvilleareatreestewards.org/event/how-to-select-plant-and-care-for-trees/


Session Flow

ÅSelecting the right tree for your space

ÅPlanting and transplanting trees

ÅTree care 



Tree Selection:

Right Tree Right Place



PEPCO



Right Tree Right Place

ÅSpace (mature tree size)

ÅSun/shade exposure

ÅOverhead utility lines

ÅMoisture

ÅHardiness

ÅSoil (http://www.soiltest.vt.edu)

ÅCall VA811.com (Miss Utility) before you dig



http://charlottesvilleareatreestewards/
documents/righttreerightplace

http://charlottesvilleareatreestewards/documents/righttreerightplace
http://charlottesvilleareatreestewards/documents/righttreerightplace


Planting a Tree



Planting Overview

È Nursery stock 

È Bare rooting 

È Setting the level

È The hole

È Planting:

ÈBare root trees

ÈContainer trees

ÈBall and burlap (B&B) trees

ÈReplanting (moving a tree)



Best Time of Year to Plant

ÈFall is ideal for most trees

ÈSome species prefer spring 
ïBlack gum; southern magnolia, river birch and all oaks except Pin oak

ÈPlant early in spring (March) 
-- Trees need time to acclimate before the heat of summer

ÈConifers are OK to plant on same schedule 

ÈMost of the examples here are deciduous



Nursery Stock 
Types

Bare Root

Ball and Burlap (B&B)

Container

Nursery Management

Chew Valley Trees

Johnsons Nursery



Root Collar/Root Flare

Garrett Churchill

Planted a little high to 
compensate for 
settlement

Area at base of 
tree where the 
trunk/stem 
widens and the 
major roots 
begin



Forms: Pros and Cons

Pros

ÈBare Root

ïRoot mass intact

ïEasier to handle

ïRoot collar visible

ïNeeds smaller hole

ïLess transplant shock

ïFastest growing

ïLowest cost

Cons

ÈBare Root

ïNarrow selection

ïLimited sources

ïRoots exposed so need to 
plant right away or heel in 

Heeling in



Forms: Pros and Cons

Pros

ÈContainer

ïEasy to find

ïWide selection

ïModerate cost

ïNot too heavy

ïRoot mass intact

ïLess transplant shock than 
B&B

Cons

ÈContainer

ïWorst root problems (circling 
roots)

ïRoot collar usually buried



Forms: Pros and Cons

Pros

ÈB&B

ïBig trees

ïWide selection

ïOnly option for large trees

Cons

ÈB&B

ïHard to handle

ïNeed big hole

ïRoot collar buried

ïMost of root mass left in 
ground

ïSlow to establish

ïCostly 



Bare Rooting

ÈRemoving native soil from field-grown trees

ÈRemoving potting medium from container trees

ÈPurpose:

ïreveal root collar 

ïinspect roots for problems 

ïkeep potting medium out of hole 

ïallow container tree roots to spread out 



Find the 
Root Collar

È Ideally, before you dig the hole 

ÈExposes the root collar allowing 
accurate measure of hole depth

ÈMeasure distance from root 
collar to bottom of root mass 
(push up gently on bottom of 
loose root mass for an accurate 
measurement)

ÈStart with shallow hole and 
deepen as needed

È If the hole is too deep, backfill 
and compact the new bottom

Root collar

Coles Plant Center



Setting the Level 

Grade

Plant It Above Grade (Ground Level) 
to Accommodate Settling

Arbor Day Foundation



Level Not Correct
Too low ς 

trunk and root collar buried
Too high ς 

roots exposed 

Effects of burying the trunk:
-    Bark deterioration 

- Development of adventitious roots 

- Reduced oxygen and carbon dioxide exchange  

JL Tree Service



Bare Rooting Too Much Effort?

ÈUncover at least the top two to three inches 

ς expose root collar

È- set depth of hole

È- topmost roots have most root problems 

ÈRemove wire cage and burlap from B&B 

trees



Minimum Root Preparation Needed
Expose root collar and top of root structure

B&B  

Container 



Burlap needs to be 
removed ς ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ 

always biodegradable

Wire cage needs to 
be removed or it 
can damage roots 

and trunk

TreeDoctor.net

TreeDoctor.net



Preparing the Hole (1)

ÈTwo or three times wider than roots 

ÈSlope the sides (wider at top than bottom)

ÈKeep turf out of hole 

ÈBreak up soil in small pieces



Preparing the Hole (2)

ÈCreate a slurry to avoid air pockets

ÈScore sides of hole for easier root 
penetration

ÈDig into hole sides to accommodate long 
roots

ÈCall Miss Utility before digging: #811



Hole Preparation When 
Planting on a Slope

Kim Toscano, Southern Living Magazine

Create a planting shelf or terrace

Dig into the uphill side of the slope

Deposit soil on the downhill side 

Create a berm on the downhill edge 
to hold water.

 

Houzz

If the slope is very steep, reinforce 
the downhill side 



At Planting: 
To Prune or Not to Prune

ÈPrune as little as possible, if at all

ÈDead or damaged branches  

ÈIdeally, hold pruning until one year after 
planting, then every year or two until you can no 
longer reach it 



Planting a Bare Root Tree 

OR

Planting a Tree You Have Bare Rooted



Planting a Tree With Loose Roots

ÈBuild a mound at bottom

ÈDrape roots over mound 

ÈHole can be shallow ς about 
12 inches is usually 
adequate 



Drape Loose 
Roots Over 

Mound

The English Garden



Planting a Tree 
With Stiff Roots

ÈMound not needed for 
support 

ÈMeasure from root collar 
to bottom of lowest stiff 
root to determine depth

Note: two problems with planting shown in this photo ς first, hole should be a foot or more wider all 
ŀǊƻǳƴŘΤ ǎŜŎƻƴŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƻƻ ŘŜŜǇ ς root collar needs to be higher to accommodate settling

Lee Reich



Identifying Root 
Problems 

Before Planting

aheronsgarden.com

Circling and girdling roots ς 
they never grow outward and 

can eventually strangle the 
trunk killing the tree 



Circling Roots on a Mature Tree



Circling Roots Can Become 
Girdling Roots As Tree Matures



Removing a Girdling Root at Planting

1 2

3 4



Root Pruning

Deeproot.com

Cut

Cut



Planting a Container Tree

Johnsons Nursery

Container trees are planted 
in potting medium (mulch) 
ςŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƛǘ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƘƻƭŜ 
when planting. Save it to 
mulch around the tree after 
planting

GoBark



Typical Container 
Tree Root Balls

ag.colorado.gov



Bare Rooting a Container Tree

From this To this

Coles Plant Center



Preparing a Container 
Tree for Planting

ÈRemove tree from container

ÈExpose the root collar

ÈLoosen roots and spread them out 

ÈRemove as much potting medium as 
possible (save it for mulching)

ÈPrune roots if necessary



Container Tree 
Root Preparation 



Tools/Materials Helpful 
for Root Preparation

Tarp
Hand pruner
Pruning saw
Cultivator
Digging stick
Hammer
Chisel
Screwdriver


