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BASIC TOOLS

The goal of any gardener is to create the best 
environment in which plants can grow and flourish. 
Understanding how the natural environment affects plants and 

how plants respond to that will help you become a successful 

gardener. This booklet will look at best practices and the tools 

necessary to maintain a happy and healthy garden.

Shovels and Spades: There are many varieties of shovels used for 

digging, breaking up the ground, moving or lifting soil, and planting trees 

or shrubs.

Rakes: Hard rakes are used for breaking up and leveling soil. Soft rakes are 

used for leaf and debris removal.

Trowels: A hand trowel is perfect for planting annuals and perennials and 

for working in containers.

Hoes: These are used for cultivating topsoil and weeding large areas.

Hand Cultivators: Like a hoe, these are used for weeding smaller places 

and around plantings.

Bypass Pruners: These are the best all-purpose shears and are used for 

pruning slender wooden stems and perennials.

Folding Pruning Saw: Best used for sawing through larger branches.

Hedge Shears: These are used for cutting back herbaceous plants or 

long grasses.

Shovels and Spades

Loppers: There are many size and shapes of loppers which are used for heavy 

duty of stout branches.
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Section 1
CLEAN-UP: SPRING AND FALL

Section 2
WEEDING

Sec. 2 completed:

A weed is any plant growing in a place it is not wanted. Smaller weeds can be 
pulled by hand, while larger weeds can be removed with a hand trowel. It is 
important to remove and dispose of all the weed and to make sure you have not 
left any part of the plant in the soil. Stay ahead of your weeds by removing them 
before they go to seed. A garden clean-up is typically done in early spring and 
late fall. In the spring this consists of removing debris, garbage, any broken or 
fallen branches, dead-heading blooms, cutting back grasses, weeding and finally 
mulching. Mulch is essential for weed control and maintaining soil temperature 
and moisture. In the fall, raking and removing leaves is the biggest task, along 
with dead-heading, removing debris and garbage, cutting back perennials and 
mulching. Weeds are easier to pull when the ground is wet!

Familiarize yourself with common weeds in NYS: 
www.preen.com/weeds/ny

A garden clean-up is typically done in 
early spring and late fall. In the spring this 
consists of removing debris, garbage, any 
broken or fallen branches, dead-heading 
blooms, cutting back grasses, weeding 
and finally mulching. Mulch is essential 
for weed control and maintaining soil 
temperature and moisture. In the fall, raking 
and removing leaves is the biggest task, 
along with dead-heading, removing debris 
and garbage, cutting back perennials and 
mulching.
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Section 3

PRUNING
Pruning helps maintain the look, health, and 
performance of trees and shrubs. In a city 
garden most of the pruning that takes place is to 
remove dead or damaged limbs, and to maintain 
a proper shape when a plant is obstructing a 
path or walkway. “The three D’s” are a good 
way to remember what should be pruned. This 
simply means any dead, diseased, or damaged 
wood can be removed. Along with this, any 
weak or crossing branches can be removed. It 
is important to remember that with all trees 
and shrubs the minimum amount of pruning is 
always the best practice. The best time to prune 
is winter or early spring. It is also important to 
note that all the pruning to be done will be on 
trees and shrubs that can be reached from the 
ground only.

Pruning Smaller Branches

It is important to always cut smaller branches back to an outward growing bud. 
This reduces the likelihood of crossing branches and overcrowding crowns. For 
shrubs or trees that flower on last year’s wood (lilac, mock orange), pruning to 
correct form can wait until after flowering.

Pruning Shrubs

Pruning Roses

Alternate Buds 

On tree and shrubs where leaves are arranged alternately, make the pruning cut 
at an angle just above the outward facing bud.

Opposite Buds

Where the leaves are arranged opposite, make the pruning cut straight across, 
and as close to the leaf or bud without damaging it.



Trimming/Shearing 

When trimming a shrub or hedge, start on the sides of the shrub and work 
upward from the base, eventually trimming back the top growth last.

Shearing or light clipping removes dead flower stalks and over-wintered growth 
from perennials and grasses.

Shooters & Watersprouts

Regularly remove all shooters and watersprouts.

1. The first cut is made underneath the 
branch, halfway through the branch, 
away from the trunk.

2. The second cut is made from the top, 
slightly away from the first cut.

3. The final cut is made outside the 
branch collar. The surface should 
be smooth so that water cannot 
penetrate.

Pruning Larger Branches

A large branch is heavy and can tear the bark if it is cut back incorrectly. Before 
pruning a large branch, it is necessary to reduce its weight by cutting a portion of 
the branch first.

Sawing a Damaged Branch



Sec. 3 completed:

The best time to plant is in the spring, after the soil has warmed up, or during 
the early part of autumn, well before freezing temperatures. It is also possible to 
plant during the summer months; however, you want to be sure that the outdoor 
temperature is not extremely hot. 

Section 4

PLANTING

The basics to follow when planting:
1. Start by digging a hole in the soil. The 

hole needs to be wider than the radius 
of the container and the depth the same 
as the height of the container.

2. Gently remove the plant from its 
container and loosen the root ball by 
hand.

3. Place the plant in the hole and fill the 

hole with amended soil or compost. Soil 
should be built up around the base of 
the plant. Using your hands, create a 
trough around the base of the plant.

4. Apply water to the trough, allowing it 
to soak in. Repeat several times. Keep in 
mind that larger plants, such as trees or 
shrubs, need more water.

Breaking Up a Root Ball

If the root ball of a pot-grown plant is 
matted with roots, break up the sides of 
the ball before planting.

Pruning a damaged branch



Planting a Bareroot Plant

Tree Planting

Dig the hole about two times the width and 
the exact depth of the container. Loosen the 
soil at the bottom and sides of the hole.

Double-check that the hole is deep enough 
by measuring the whole and the container 
with the tree. Then pull the container out 
and add some water to the hole to moisten 
soil at the bottom.
Remove the container by cutting it on two 
sides. Hold the tree by the root ball and 
place it in the hole. If the tree is balled & 
burlaped, set the entire root ball in the hole 
and cut away the burlap or wire cage that 
may be surrounded the root ball. Gently 

Planting a Container-Grown 
Annual or Perrennial

Dig a hole wide enough and just deep 
enough for the root ball. Set the top of the 
root ball level with the surrounding soil.

Sec. 4 completed:

loosen the roots to help them grow out. Make sure that the trunk is straight and 
the top of the root crown is even with the ground.

Backfill the hole with soil, filling all around the roots. Don't mound soil against 
the trunk. Gently tamp the soil to remove air pockets.

Finally, thoroughly soak the soil with water. For the first year you should water 
2 to 3 times a week — more in dry weather. A timer and a soaker hose can make 
that job easier. Continue watering into the second year if necessary.

Good to Know

Never pick up a tree by the trunk — this can damage the tree. Lift by the root ball 
or container.



Sec. 5 completed:

Section 5

WATERING
Water deeply and well rather than shallow and often. If you water often, the 
roots stay where the moisture is, on the surface, and grow shallow. Watering 
deeper and less often encourages them to grow downward where the soil stays 
moister longer.

Newly planted perennials, shrubs, and trees need water daily for at least three 
weeks, then about 3 to 4 times a week depending on weather conditions. Even if 
it rains, your plants may not be receiving the amount of water they need to stay 
healthy. 

If your plants are wilting, they are already stressed! Wilted plants instantly 
become more susceptible to insects, disease, and other problems. 

Water the soil, not the plant. Avoid spraying foliage when watering since it makes 
the plant prone to disease. 

Water early in the day to avoid the heat and prevent evaporation. Watering 
at night does not allow enough time for the plants to dry off, which can cause 
fungal disease.


