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Introduction
Since 2015, the Tree Spotters program at the Arnold Arboretum of Harvard 
University has supported research that explores how shifts in climate affect 
the community assembly and phenology of temperate trees and shrubs. 
Program participants are trained to use the National Phenology Network’s Nature’s 
Notebook tool to record phenology data from 15 native North American species in 
the Arboretum’s Living Collections. This substantial dataset contributes directly to 
the work of researchers studying the effects of climate change on woody plants. 
It also provides high-quality long-term phenological monitoring of a range of 
native species.

Program 
Goals: 

Methods
Once trained, Tree Spotters participate in the program by visiting the Arboretum 
at least twice a month. Resources including maps, handouts, phenology guides, and 
tutorial videos are provided on the program website. We also offer educational 
opportunities throughout the year, including monthly events on the Arboretum 
grounds from March through November and off-season talks by guest speakers. 
In addition, we host two annual social events - a summer BBQ 
and a holiday party - where we provide updates 
on the program and give Tree Spotters the 
opportunity to meet each other and 
ask questions. Outreach 

tools include Facebook, 
Twitter, Flickr and the 

Spot On! monthly 
newsletter. 

Results
By January 1, 2019, we had trained 424 citizen scientists to collect phenology 
data on the Arboretum’s grounds, comprising over 192,000 observations in the 
Tree Spotters dataset. This dataset, accessible to researchers and the general 
public through the NPN’s website, is used by a number of graduate students and 
Arboretum affiliates studying the effects of anthropogenic climate change on plant 
phenology and plant community composition. 

Conclusion 
The Tree Spotters program provides an invaluable opportunity for Arboretum 
visitors to engage with the Living Collections in new and exciting ways. Through 
robust education and outreach efforts, we have established a diverse community 
of citizen scientists, ranging in age from high school students to senior citizens. 
Volunteers come from all walks of life and connect through their love of plants, 
their concern for the environment, and their curiosity about the natural world. As 
Tree Spotters, they have the opportunity to enjoy the Arboretum’s grounds and 
learn about plant biology while giving back through a positive contribution to this 
institution and its efforts to protect the earth’s botanical diversity.

By the Numbers

• Recruit and retain volunteers to visit the 
Arboretum on a regular basis during the 
growing season to observe plant phenology.

• Maintain a robust volunteer database in 
order to develop and sustain an ongoing 
relationship with our volunteers.

• Continuously evaluate 
and improve program 
infrastructure.

• Foster curiosity and promote 
stewardship of the natural world 
among volunteers. 

• Develop a central repository 
for Tree Spotter assets that is 
open to anyone.

Average Day of Budburst and Leafout over Three Growing Seasons 

Training and Social Events
• Basic Training and Beyond the Basics for new volunteers (Mar.-Sept.) 

• Refresher Training for trained Tree Spotters (Mar., Apr., Sept.) 

• Jump Start ad-hoc small group trainings
• Spotting Together group spotting events (Mar.-Nov.)
• Focus Tree Gatherings featuring single species (Mar.-Nov.)
• Summer BBQ, Holiday Potluck
• Book Club (3-4 meetings a year)
• Botany Blast educational sessions also open to the public

What’s Next? 
• Secure funding to ensure continued support and 

enable further program development.
• Evaluate phenology data quality and develop methods 

for ensuring long-term collection of high quality data.
• Continue to focus on retention and recruitment.
• Provide more professional development and 

educational opportunities for volunteers.
• Increase program diversity and inclusivity. 
• Collaborate with other local organizations.

Find out more about the Tree Spotters Program!
Visit https://www.arboretum.harvard.edu/treespotters

Program Leaders: 

 Suzanne Mrozak (Volunteer Coordinator)

 Danny Schissler (Program Coordinator)

 Catherine Chamberlain (Graduate Student)
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