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Learning Objectives
Participants will be able to:

  Defi ne phenology
  Understand the importance of paying attention to your surroundings
  Distinguish the different habitats in the garden, including elements of each (shelter, food, water, space). 
  Make observations

Next Generation Science Standards

Grade Levels
K-12

Overview
The following activity can be used as an intro-
duction to the concept of observation.  Obser-
vations skills are critical to the fi eld of science 
among other things!  Knowing how to pay 
attention to what’s is going on around you is 
an important life skill.  Taking the time to make 
observations is benefi cial to health and well-
ness too.  

It also introduces the concept of phenology 
through the observation of plants and animals 
in a habitat garden, occurring in their life cycles.  

The activity increases science literacy by teach-
ing about observation skills, encourages people 
to pay attention to their surroundings, to spend 
more time outdoors and observe things they 
may not yet have experienced.  

Background
Phenology, or the study of the timing of life 
cycle events and their relationship to the envi-
ronment, can be used to teach a number of sci-
entifi c concepts in many grades from K through 
adult. 

Real-world Connection
This activity teaches the basic scientifi c skill of 
observation.  Observation lays the ground work 
for many aspects of scientifi c study, including 
biology, ecology, chemistry, physical science, 
etc.  It is often included as a critical Standard of 
Learning in many state science curricula. 

Citizen Science Connection 
Nature’s Notebook is not critical to completing 
the activity, rather can be used as an adden-
dum to the activity.

Time Required/Location

30 mins

A habitat garden, or other garden/outdoor 
space.

Conducting the Activity

Materials
Resources needed 

  Scavenger hunt sheet

Experience
ENGAGE
1. Discuss the skill, or art, of paying attention and using your senses.  What do our senses do for us? 

2. Discuss things that we might notice in each of the seasons here, using our senses.  Is it wet, is it dry, 
what does it feel like? What do we hear?

3. Why do things occur in each of the seasons as they do? How do seasons affect habitats and their 
inhabitants?

4. Introduce the concept of phenology
  All of the seasonal changes you talked about above are phenological events
  Pheno-to show or appear
  ology-to study 
  Phenology- the science of recurring plant and animal life cycle stages
  What are some more examples you can think of? (migration, breeding, green-up, senescence)
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  Grades 6-8 Grades 9-12
MS-LS1-4 Use empirical evidence and scientifi c reasoning 

to explain how behaviors and plant structures 
affect successful reproduction.

HS-LS2-6 Evaluate the claims, evidence, and reasoning 
that interactions in ecosystems are consistent 
in stable conditions, but changing conditions 
may result in a new ecosystem.1

HS-LS2-7 Design, evaluate, refi ne a solution for reducing 
impacts of human activities on the environment 
and biodiversity.1

HS-LS4-6 Create or revise a simulation to test a solution 
to mitigate adverse impacts of human activity 
on biodiversity.1

LS: Life Science

ESS: Earth and Space Systems
MS-ESS2-6 Describe how unequal heating and rotation of 

the Earth cause patterns of atmospheric and 
oceanic circulation that determine regional 
climates.2 

MS-ESS3-3 Apply scientifi c principles to design a method 
for monitoring and minimizing a human impact 
on the environment.1

HS-ESS2-4 Use a model to describe how variations in the 
fl ow of energy into and out of Earth’s systems 
result in changes in climate.

1  Can be elicited through the Explaining and Elaborating portion of the activity.
2  Presence of species indicates relation to regional climates.



Conducting the Activity
EXPLORE

1. Break participants into groups suitable for their ages.  Younger students may need an older mentor 
to help them identify the correct life cycle stages present.

2. Explain to students that we are only using our senses of smell, hearing, and sight unless the garden 
owner allows us to touch.  We do not want to remove buds and blooms before they are ready be-
cause that is what allows us to have more of the same plants each year.  Also, removing these things 
will cause problems for the habitat visitors as they rely on them for a source of food, shelter, etc. 

3. Ask the students to locate each item on the scavenger hunt sheet.  If they can’t fi nd them all, that is 
OK! Those things that are not visible may not be available yet.  

4. After the activity, have students name and discuss their favorite part of the garden, why it is their 
favorite, and why it might be another animal’s favorite as well. 

Share
EXPLAIN

1. Participants review the experience and refl ect. Review questions can include:
  What are each of the items on the list used for? Everything has a purpose, whether it be a life 
stage, moving the species to the next event, or an adaptation for survival.

  What makes a good habitat? Why?
  Who might be attracted to this garden for a habitat?
  How would knowing these things help you be a gardener? A scientist? 
  What questions do you have after you’ve done this activity? 

2.  This step may include a variety of sharing methods: verbal, illustrative, etc. 

Process and Generalize
ELABORATE

1. How might we keep track of events like this? (e.g. nature journal, Nature’s Notebook, photography, 
sketches, etc.). 

Apply
EXTEND

1. Ask participants if they would like to join Nature’s Notebook to collect observations

2. Host a Nature’s Notebook  workshop

3. Implement a long-term Nature’s Notebook activity in your program

REFLECTION

1. Ask students to draw connections between this experience and other similar ones they have had.

2. Ask students about what they liked and disliked about this assignment. If they had to share the 
    experience with someone else, what would they say? 

Evaluate the Activity
The use of refl ective practice is critical to understanding. Examples of refl ection questions include: 

1. Share one new thing you learned from this experience.

2. Share one thing you still have a question about. 

3. Share something that you learned which will be useful in the future.

4. Share something that I (the instructor) could have done differently, or will do differently in the future. 

5. Share something that I (the instructor) learned from the participants.

RESOURCES
Adapted from:

Nature Sleuths Scavenger Hunt by 
Alisa Hove and Sara Healey at 
www.usanpn.org/pheno-scaven-
ger-hunt

NOTES ON ACTIVITY
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