Podcast 1: Interview with Ellen Denny
Transcript
Hello Everyone,
I’m LoriAnne Barnett, the Education Coordinator for the USA National Phenology Network. This is
the first interview in our 2016 Podcast series. In this series we will meet researchers, managers,
educators, observers, and USA-NPN staff and learn more about their involvement with phenology
and their participation in the Nature’s Notebook Citizen and Professional Science Program.
Today I’m speaking with Ellen Denny, the Monitoring Design and Data Coordinator for the USA
National Phenology Network.
So Ellen, How did you get involved in phenology?
• When I first got involved I was working as an ecologist at a university but I spent my
days in a windowless lab organizing data and analyzing chemical samples and was
beginning to feel ironically out of touch with ecology and nature
• I first learned the term phenology from an article in a Martha Stewart magazine (of all
places) and thought that monitoring a few plants in my yard would be a great way to feel
more in touch with the natural world
• So I googled the term “phenology” to learn more and was surprised to discover that one
of my colleagues had been monitoring phenology for many years—the term “phenology”
was right under my nose all along but I didn’t remember ever hearing it
• Anyway, I followed their method, tagged some plants in my yard and checked my plants
once a week
• And sure enough I felt more in touch that ever with the seasonal cycles in nature
• That was 15 years ago and I am still doing it!
How did you get involved with the USA-NPN and what is your current role?
• About 10 years ago I was starting a phenology network in the Northeastern part of the
US and trying to design a new monitoring method for Northeast tree species to address
a few important components that were missing from many of the existing methods used
in the region
• I figured the USA-NPN had a bunch of people working on monitoring methods so I asked
what they were using, but it turned out they were so new as an organization that they
had not starting thinking about that yet. So I was asked if I’d be willing to work on a
single standard monitoring method (or protocol) that could be used for plants across the
whole nation, and I have been working on that ever since.
• It turns out that it was not so easy to come up with a single method that works in
northern climates where plants tend to predictably leaf out and flower once a year, in
southern climates where many plants never lose their leaves, and in western climates
where rainfall determines leafing and flowering episodes which can sometimes occur
several times in one year
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But after several years of gathering feedback from observers all over the country and
making tweaks to the protocols, I think we finally have a very robust phenology
monitoring protocol (fingers crossed) that is relatively simple for observers to follow and
will work for most plant species across the US, and much of the globe for that matter.
This is what is embedded in Nature’s Notebook and includes questions like Do you see
leaves? Do you see open flowers?, Do you see colored leaves? etc.

So now that the plant protocols are fully established what are you doing?
• Several things
• Currently I am working on making some improvements to animal protocols, especially
birds and insects
• I also spend much of my time, along with others in our office, making sure the monitoring
data we make available is useful to our data end-users who are researchers, managers
and educators
• And I try to stay in touch with many of our international phenology colleagues, keeping
apprised of their advances in phenology monitoring protocols and offering advice to new
national networks just starting out
How do you go about selecting which phenophases will be observed for a species?
• We start by identifying the important life cycle stages that are relatively easy to observe,
and then decide which are influenced by seasonal changes
• This includes flowering and fruiting in all plants, leafing in deciduous plants, and many
behaviors in animals like breeding, migrating, and even eating certain food resources,
such as in birds that only eat forage for insects during the breeding season
• We also include any significant phenophases that are possible, even if they are currently
rare
• This is because an important goal of monitoring is to not only capture changes in the
timing of common phenophases, but to capture entirely new behaviors that result from a
changing environment, like new types of food resources utilized by animals
What is involved in adding species to the Nature's Notebook list?
• Our overall objective at the USA-NPN is to build a dataset that has enough observations
through time and space on a given species to be able to see how its phenology has
changed over time
• Therefore we try to limit the number of species we add to the list so the observations are
not spread too thin over too many species
• However we are still adding a significant number of species each year at the request of
partners who have specific management or research questions about those species
• We make sure the partner has a group of observers committed to observing the species,
and we ask them to provide a rationale for why the resulting data will be useful to them
or other researchers
• Once we accept a species for addition to the list, there are many stages involved in
researching its taxonomy, its distribution and its phenology, and then there are several
steps to get all this information into our database before an observer can submit
observations
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It probably seems simple to add a species, but actually it is quite time consuming for our
small office
We generally avoid adding federally-listed threatened or endangered species because
once the data is available, their locations become public knowledge
We also generally avoid species that could be dangerous to an observer, such as
rattlesnakes, bears and mountain lions

What is your favorite species to observe?
• I live in Maine where the winters are long
• So my favorites are the spring ephemerals like trout lily and mayapple, which bring the
promise of spring
• And I also love to watch for the appearance of the wispy yellow flowers of my witchhazel
tree as the harbinger of the gorgeous fall season we have in New England
Which species have you observed the most changes in since you started observing?
• I haven’t noticed changes in any particular species so much, but I definitely began to
notice things about plants that I never noticed before
• Like flowering in willows were the fuzzy catkins sprout miniscule pistils and stamens
• And the naked buds of witchhazel that are these teeny tiny brown leaves that open like a
book to expose a pale green surface in the spring
• But I suppose the most surprising thing for me was in beginning to notice the crazy
diversity in fruits. We tend think of fruits as colorful berries or apples or maybe acorns,
but there are so many other types of fruits among the most common plants. Small brown
capsules that split open, or catkins that turn brown and fall apart as their seeds drop.
And watching a conifer cone develop from a soft lime green structure with purple edges
to the hard brown thing we know as a “pinecone” is amazing.
What advice do you have for observers who are just getting started with phenology
monitoring?
• My advice is to start with one plant or one animal species and make sure it is easy to get to,
like in your yard or on your walk to work or a few steps outside your office door.
• Then take a few minutes every 3 or 4 days to observe it. It is a great break from staring at a
computer or being cooped up in an air conditioned office all day.
• If you really enjoy observing, consider observing a few more plants or animals. But
whatever you do, don’t overwhelm yourself with too much work. The point for you is to have
fun and enjoy your time, and for us, more data from a single plant is better than sparse data
from many plants!
That was Ellen Denny, the Monitoring Design and Data Coordinator for the USA-NPN. Don’t forget
to check our website for more podcasts, and campaign, interview, and how to videos. Visit
www.naturesnotebook.org for more details. Again, I’m LoriAnne Barnett. Thanks for joining us.
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