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Fern spores vs. seeds

Ferns are distinct among plants because of the way they reproduce-by spores instead of seeds.

Spores essentially perform the same function as a seed-a 
means to reproduce and perpetuate the species.

The fern life cycle has a number of significant differences 
compared to flowering plants that we will talk about.

As we have seen, seeds have evolved a complex system of 
dormancy and dormancy breaking requirements involving 
cold and warm cycles and various seed treatments. Fern 
spores from different species do not have these complex 
requirements. Generally speaking, spores from mostly all  

ferns have the same basic requirements to grow-
moisture, warmth, and light. Maidenhair spleenwort, 

Asplenium trichomanes



Growing Ferns from 
Rhizome Fragments



Propagation optionsΧΦǊƘƛȊƻƳŜdivision.

Many species of ferns can be propagated by using rhizome divisions. 
The adventitious nature of colony forming species naturally lend themselves to this method.

Hay scented fern is a rugged species that 
can cover large expanses of dry, well 

lighted areas; atypical of what we usually 
associate with fern habitat.

The spreading root system of this fern is 
segmented and can be easily broken 

apart, making for quick and easy 
propagation.

Ease of propagation makes this a 
common species in the trade. 

Hay-scented fern, Dennstaedtiapunctilobula



tǊƻǇŀƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎΧΦrhizome division.

Polypody fern (Polypodium virginianum) grows 
remarkably well on glacial erratics, where it survives on 

shallow pockets of accumulated organic matter.

Polypody fern rhizhomesare about the 
diameter of a pencil; natural 

constrictions on the roots allow for 
fragments to be broken off and grown.



Propagation optionsΧΦǊƘƛȊƻƳe division.

Sensitive fern can form dense extensive patches in moist to soggy soils.
It can be easily propagated using rhizome fragments.

Sensitive fern, Onocleasensibilis



The Fern Life Cycle



Understanding the fern lifecycle.

A basic understanding of the fern life 
cycle is  very helpful for interpreting 
what is going as your ferns start to 

grow.  

It is a bit like a road map; you can 
see where you are and where you 

can expect to go.

An interesting part of fern biology is 
ǘƘŜ άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎέΤ  
wherethe plant looks radically 

different depending on what part of 
the life cycle it is at.



Fern life cycle-sporophyte stage.

The sporophyte stage is what we most commonly 
encounter when exploring in the field.


