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Phenology 
 
The study of key seasonal and cyclical changes 
in plants and animals from year to year, 
especially their timing and relationship with 
weather and climate. 
 
Examples:     Leaf buds breaking 
  Flowers blooming 
  Insects emerging 
  Birds migrating 
  Leaves changing color 



Tree Phenology Walk 
• Established 2013 with one 

tree; added nine more in 
2014 

 Sugar Maple 
 Eastern Redbud 
 Eastern Hemlock 
 Black Locust 
 Northern Red Oak 
 Bitternut Hickory 
 American Basswood 
 Hophornbeam 
 Common Buckthorn 
 Bur Oak 
• Registered with the USA-

National Phenology 
Network (NPN) 



Phenology Walk Goals 

• Education, to build knowledge about climate change 
 

• Motivation, to encourage people to monitor at home 
 

• Data collection, to support scientific research 
 



Phenology Walk 
Part of Citizen Science station in Our Changing Climate  
(exhibit on local impacts of climate change) 
 





Data collection sheets 



Data collection sheets 

Note: abundances  
left off 



Data collection sheets: 
phenophase definitions 



Bur Oak Sugar Maple in spring 



Guided walks 



Guided walks 

Why study phenology? 
 
Jefferson, Thoreau 
 
Causes of seasonal change 
 
How do scientists use 
phenological data? 
 
Make observations 
 
How to join the project on 
your own 
 



Lessons Learned: Choosing Trees 

• NPN campaign 
• How many? 
• Trees with a story 
• Tree maturity 

– Too young: not producing fruit yet 
– Too old: could die soon 

• Accessibility 
– Low branches 
– Clear ground 
– Entire tree visible 







Lessons Learned: Signage 

• Signs by the tree are best 
– Increase participation 
– Increase awareness 

 

• Place signs when trees are fully 
leafed out 
 

• Signs disappear 



Lessons Learned:  
Data Collection Sheet Design 

• What questions to ask? 
– Use NPN questions 
– Include abundance? 

• Include photos 
• Include phenophase definitions 
• Give brief, clear instructions 

“It’s okay to enter ? if you’re not sure.” 

 



Lessons Learned: Data Quality 

• Training matters 
• Don’t fear bad data 
• Think about your goals 

– Education 
– Motivation 
– Data collection 

• Find and train volunteers 

• Data quantity 
– Dedicated staff/volunteers 

doing regular collection? 
 Sugar maple winter buds (DNR, Cornell) 



Lessons Learned:  
Keeping it Interesting 

• Year-round activity 
• Nos are important 

 

• Phenology in general: 
• Tough sell: data are only 

interesting after many 
years 

• Easy sell: seasonal 
changes are familiar, 
welcome 

• Think Spring! 
 



Ingrid Zabel 
 
zabel@priweb.org 
 
(607) 273-6623 x22 
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