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Nature’s Notebook Webinar: How tracking phenology can benefit your everyday life 

February 11, 2014 
Webinar Q&As 

 
Q. How do you define phenology?  
Phenology refers to key seasonal changes in plants and animals from year to year – such as 
flowering, emergence of insects and migration of birds – especially their timing and relationship 
with weather and climate. 
 
Q. What is a good and simple book about phenology? 
You might find the Phenology Handbook useful (www.usanpn.org/phenologyhandbook).  
You might find useful information at these various websites: 

 www.usanpn.org/about/why-phenology  

 en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phenology   
 
Q. Are there similar programs to this in other countries? i.e. Canada, Mexico, Europe? 
Yes, there are several other Phenology Networks in other countries, including Plant Watch in 
Canada (www.naturewatch.ca/english/plantwatch/) and Nature’s Calendar in the UK 
(www.naturescalendar.org.uk/).   
 
Q. Are there tools on the USA-NPN website to help correlate ground based observations of 
plant communities with remote sensed data, such as from high resolution aerial photos?  
We don’t have tools for this on the NPN website, but some of our partners are doing this work. 
We suggest checking out the PhenoCam Network website for more information 
(phenocam.sr.unh.edu/webcam/).  
 
Q. Do you know of any programs connecting land phenology and ocean/fisheries events? 
You can check out our Phenology Friends page at www.usanpn.org/nn/connect/friend to find 
programs on specific taxa, in different regions, and for difference audiences.  
 
Q. How can I connect with groups in my area? What are people in my area observing? What 
plants can I observe for comparison with other parts of the country? 
You can find other groups in your area on our Geographic Affiliates page: 
www.usanpn.org/partner/geo_affiliates. To see what other people in your area are observing, 
you can also check out our Visualization Tool: www.usanpn.org/data/visualizations.  
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Q. How do I get started with Nature’s Notebook? 
Getting started with Nature’s Notebook is easy, simply create an account with an email, 
username and password, create a site, add plants and/or animals to it, and start observing! 
Learn more here: www.usanpn.org/nn/guidelines.  
 
Q. Do you have a smartphone application for collecting data? 
Yes, we have smartphone applications available for iPhone and Android. You can find them in 
the iTunes store or Google Play store. Make sure to search for Natures Notebook (without the 
apostrophe).  
 
Q. Can plants or animals not on the Nature’s Notebook list be added?  
We have slowed down on our additions to Nature’s Notebook, as we are interested in a 
concentrated dataset on a suite of focal species. However, you can request species be added to 
the list with a special justification here: www.usanpn.org/node/3951.  
 
Q. Wouldn't backyard plants be exposed to too many other variable (like fertilizer, surplus 
water, etc.) to make them very useful for phenology? 
Yes, backyard plants may have quite different phenology than those in the wild. During the 
process of setting up a site and adding plants, you will be asked optional questions about your 
plant-is it watered? Fertilized? Shaded? etc. This is incorporated into the metadata for your 
phenology observations for that plant.  
 
Q. How do you ensure consistency in the way people collect data? For example, percent of a 
tree's canopy can be kind of subjective. 
We have a variety of training resources to assist our observers to be consistent in their 
observations, including detailed phenophases definitions for each species. You might check out 
the How to Observe handbook for some general guidelines (online at 
www.usanpn.org/nn/guidelines). We also have a couple of resources in the works right now, 
including a Botany 101 guide and a Phenophase Handbook intended to better meet these 
needs. We hope to release Botany 101 later this spring. 
 
Q. What is the difference between bird activity versus feeder activity. As in is the activity 
question about birds away from feeder. 
We are interested in the difference between birds seen at a feeder versus in the wild. 
“Individuals at a feeding station” is the way to report that “yes”, you see birds at a feeder. 
Remember, when you report this phenophases to be occurring, you should also report “yes” to 
active individuals.  
 
Q. How much of your phenology data is accessible and usable online? 
All of it! You can download all data collected through Nature’s Notebook at 
www.usanpn.org/results/data. You can explore spatial and temporal patterns or undertake 
site-specific comparisons online via the Data Visualization Tool at 
www.usanpn.org/nn/connect/visualizations.  
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Q. If you live outside of the cloned plant range shown on the map, can you still participate 
in this program? Are the Cloned Lilacs available for purchase this year? 
Even if you are outside of the range on the map, if cloned lilacs or dogwoods can grow in your 
area, you are welcome to observe them (for example, we have lilacs growing in southern AZ, at 
high elevations). There are also many other species to observe! Cloned lilacs are indeed 
available for purchase this year, through Jung’s Nursery (www.jungseed.com). You can find 
more information about how to purchase cloned lilacs here: www.usanpn.org/nn/cloned-lilacs.  
 
Q. It is uncharacteristically dry in southern California this year.  Is taking phenological data 
still valuable in a year that is an obvious outlier from the average year? 
Absolutely – if anything, it is even more important to collect data in these “weird” years. Seeing 
how species fare under very stressful conditions can give us greater insight into how individual 
species and entire ecosystems might respond to a rapidly changing climate. 
 
Q. What is the relationship between Nature's Notebook and Project Budburst? Is one geared 
to one group or another? Should we use our same data to enter into each one? How about 
participating in both Project Budburst and Nature's Notebook but using different plants? 
USA-NPN and Project Budburst operate as complementary programs, supporting each other’s 
efforts. The primary goal of Project Budburst is education and outreach, with an important 
secondary goal to collect useful data on plant phenology and make it freely available. USA-
NPN’s Nature’s Notebook engages a variety of audiences, from high-schoolers to professional 
scientists, in making observations of plant and animal phenology using protocols designed to 
inform current scientific and resource management concerns. The primary goal of Nature’s 
Notebook is collecting observations following rigorous protocols that are made freely available 
to support scientific discovery and inform management, while a secondary goal is education 
and outreach. You are welcome to participate in both programs, but as the data collection 
protocols are different, you might find it easiest to collect data on some plants for one 
program, and on others for the other program. 
 
Q. How about weather?   
Weather is very important to phenology! While we do not have a way for observers to upload 
data on weather at this time, we collaborate with other organizations that do collect this data, 
such as Oregon State University’s PRISM Climate Group. If you are interested in collecting 
weather observations in conjunction with your phenology observations, we recommend the 
Community Collaborative Rain, Hail, and Snow Network (CoCoRaHS; www.cocorahs.org).  
 
Q. Are threatened or endangered species handled differently? 
We do not include endangered or threatened species on our Nature’s Notebook list, in order to 
protect these species.  
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Q. Do you have a relationship with Cornell and their citizen science programs like GBBC 
and CBC,  Odonatacentral.com, or the National Pollinator's Network?  
We have a variety of partners who we collaborate with in different ways. To see the full list and 
how we’re working with each, please visit our Partners Page at 
www.usanpn.org/partner/current.  
 
Q. Are there groups observing weed species? 
We offer the ability to track the phenology of several troublesome invasive species. You can 
search the invasive plants and animals we have on our website here 
www.usanpn.org/nn/species_search, and check out our Visualization Tool 
(www.usanpn.org/data/visualizations) to see where people are observing these species. You 
can explore other citizen science monitoring programs via scistarter.com/.  
 
Q. Do you take historical datasets? How do I upload my historical dataset? 
Yes! You can register a legacy data set here: www.usanpn.org/data/share.  
 
Q. What would be the educational path for a career involving phenology?  Is it Ecology? 
A variety of educational backgrounds can lead to a career involving phenology. Ecology would 
be relevant, as well as Environment Education, Botany, Wildlife Biology, Natural Resources, 
Biogeography, Climatology and more. 
 
Q. Any tips for helping children connect personally to the importance of phenology? 
We have a variety of resources on our education page at www.usanpn.org/education with 
phenology lesson plans, curriculum and activities for all ages.  
 
Q. Which upcoming conferences will you be attending? 
Check out our upcoming meetings and conferences with USA-NPN staff here 
www.usanpn.org/news/events. We’d love to meet you! 

 

Check out our list of future webinars to see what’s next! 
www.usanpn.org/nn/connect/Webinars2014  

 

Helpful links: 
Data visualization tool: www.usanpn.org/data/visualizations  
Data download tool: www.usanpn.org/results/data  
Geographic affiliates, find a local contact: www.usanpn.org/partner/geo_affiliates  
Register a legacy data set: www.usanpn.org/data/share 
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