As a naturalist you need to identify plants or animals that you’ve seen in the field. Alternatively,
someone may ask you to identify something they have seen that is unknown to them. Most of us
do not have vast amounts of information stored in our heads to remember each and every taxa
found in any ecosystem. We can’t always call up that information from the recesses of our brains
while in the field. If you are on a hike you also may not have access to the internet or ready access
to a field guide or dichotomous key that would help you identify the species. Thus, we’ll want to
gather enough information from the field to return to the comfort of our homes and research exactly
what we’ve seen if we don’t know what it is immediately.

How do we accomplish this?
When in the field we should have a notebook and writing implement and/or a camera or smartphone to
document the important information for identification later. Armed with those materials, we’ll be able to
document the differences between species and include enough information about the full plant to, for
example, go home and decide which of these two photos below is the catclaw acacia (Acacia greggii) and
which is the velvet mesquite (Prosopis velutina)....

P.S. the photo above on the right is the Acacia…
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Tips for taking good photos of plants1:
Get them in focus!
In general, the photos need to be in focus, not too light or too dark, and the color should accurately reflect
what you are seeing with your eye when you take the picture.
You may wish to ask a friend to help you hold the plant still if it is windy.
You may also wish to put something behind the plant like a notebook or blank piece of paper so that the
camera focuses on the plant in question and not what’s in the background.
You also should be mindful of your shadow on the plant if it is a sunny day. Try not to cover the lens with
your finger if you are using a cell phone! When using your phone, tap on the screen to bring the image of
your plant into focus.
Make sure that the plants you are photographing are representative of plants of the same
species that are growing in the area.
There is often a great deal of variability in size, shape, color, etc. of the various parts of a plant among
individuals in a population. If you take photos of plants that are not typical for the species, such as plants
whose growth has been affected by saline soils or repeated close mowing, then it will be more difficult use
them to correctly identify the species.
Take plenty of photos. Don’t be shy.
If you have a camera with you, be sure to take as many photos you can of different aspects of the plant. Take
pictures that show the size, shape, color, and arrangement of the vegetative parts of the plant (leaves,
stems, buds, bark, etc.). If the plant is flowering, take pictures of the flowers that clearly show how the
flowers are arranged on the plant.
Pictures of the fruit that show the size, shape, color, and attachment to the plant are also helpful. In many
cases, it is not feasible to photograph both flowers and fruits at the same time. However, plants that are
indeterminate in their fruiting habit can have both present on the plant at the same time. Or, more than one
trip can be made to the site to take pictures of the fruit once they form.
If you are taking photos for phenophase/phenology identification, focus on the phase!
If you are taking photos for the identification of phenophases for use with a program like Nature’s Notebook
Citizen Science program, be sure to focus on the parts of the plant that you want to display for identification.
Don’t try to fit everything about the plant into a single photo. In other words, if you are taking a picture of an
open flower, make sure that you are focused as closely as you can be on the stamens and pistils because that
will be critical to identifying the phase.
If you are taking a picture of ripe fruits, make sure you are focused on actual ripe fruits and the qualities that
identify it as such (e.g. for velvet mesquite, Prosopis velutina, the Nature’s Notebook phenophase definition
for ripe fruits is: One or more ripe fruits are visible on the plant. For Prosopis velutina, a fruit is considered
From 2015: NRCS, USDA Tip Sheet: https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_PLANTMATERIALS/publications/flpmctn12688.pdf. Retrieved on
3/1/18
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ripe when it has turned tan, often mottled or flecked with maroon. You’ll want to be sure that you’ve got
enough focus on the tan or mottled fruit in question.
Don’t forget about the below-ground parts of the plant.
Although it may not be feasible to dig up a tree to take pictures of its roots, many smaller plants have
distinctive characteristics or structures attached to their roots, rhizomes, or storage organs (tubers, bulbs,
corms) that can be used to accurately identify them.
Find something to demonstrate scale.
When possible, include an object in the photograph to allow the viewer to determine the size of what you
are photographing. This object could be a coin or a ruler. This may not be feasible for all photos you take, for
example the plant may be too large, or what you are photographing may be too far from the ground to place
an object in the photograph. However, when the viewer can determine a sense of scale from your
photograph, it can allow them to refer to detailed species descriptions in plant taxonomy resources.
Take a full-form photo of the plant.
Back up and take a picture of the site that the plant is growing in. This will allow the person identifying the
plant to see such things as if the plant is growing in sun or shade, in dry or wet soils or in standing water, and
what plants are growing alongside it. All of these factors provide clues to the identity of the plant in
question. And, make sure it is in focus.

Assignment: Plant Photo for Identification

Time Required: 20 minutes in the field, 30 minutes at home

Materials needed:
● Journal or writing paper and something on which to write
● Camera or mobile phone that takes pictures
● Plants in the field to photograph for identification
● Hand lenses
Activity:
Step 1: Find two plants to document
With a partner, locate two different plants at your site. Each of you should choose a plant that is not so
commonly occurring that it is easily known or identified (e.g. a saguaro if you are in the Sonoran Desert). You
also do not necessarily need to be able to identify it. You will be photographing the plant using the guidelines
above, and documenting it so that someone else will be able to take what you’ve captured and identify it
using resources like field guides, dichotomous keys, credible online resources, etc.
Step 2: Take pictures and notes
Spend about 10 or 15 minutes photographing and taking notes about the plant. Include as much detail about
it as you can - where it is located, how it is growing, etc. Remember to follow the guidelines above when
taking photographs. Because you will be exchanging your photos with another group, if you know what the
plant is DO NOT identify it in the pictures or in your notes. You will exchange photos later and others will be
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required to identify the plant from the information you provide. If you’ve already identified it, you are doing
the work for them.
Step 3: Take pictures of your notes
If you have written down descriptive information about your plant on paper in your journal, take photos of
those pages to be included with the photographs of the plant itself.
Step 4: Return your camera to your leader OR send the photos you’ve taken to your leader
The photos you have taken will be uploaded to a shared online space. They will be shared with other groups
who have done the activity today. Depending upon how your leader has set up the project you’ll share the
photos accordingly.
Step 5: Identify the plants from information gathered
Each group will receive an online folder with the pictures and notes taken in the field. You will be required
to identify the plants in your folder of pictures from the information provided by your peers. To properly
identify it, use the genus and species. You may wish to also note the common name but often there are
many common names for a single plant or the same common name may be used for more than one genus or
species depending upon where you live. Your leader will provide you with details about where to submit
your answers.
Step 6: Share what you’ve learned with the group
In addition to sharing the identification of the mystery plant (your leader will verify your answers), provide
some constructive feedback to the group that documented your plant. Were any of the photos unusable? If
so, why? What would you have done differently if you were taking photos of this particular individual?

Reflection Questions:

Why is it an important naturalist skill to be able take photos of good enough quality such that they can be
identified?

As a naturalist, what will you do if someone shares with you a photo that is not helpful for identification?
What advice will you give them?

What could you do with a series of excellent photos taken in the field? What type of educational materials
could you create that would be valuable to your programs?
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