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Field
 A

ctivities

Lower Rio Grande Edition

Naturalist Notebooks

Description: Students learn how to keep notes on their observations and activities in the 
bosque.

Objective: Students will develop essential observation and recording skills required of 
naturalists, scientists, or other nature appreciators.

Materials: naturalist activity pages
 pencils
 hard surface for writing, such as cardboard, notebook, or a clipboard
 thermometer
 compass
 tape measure
 field guides for reference back in the classroom

Background: In this chapter we have provided three examples of focused journaling 
activities. These activities introduce students to the process of collecting 
field information and teach them some basic journaling skills. All three 
activities follow the same format—introduction, general observations and site 
description, directed observation and/or data collection, and synthesis. This 
format encourages students to ask questions and continue their learning back 
in the classroom with field guides and other resources. Also see Activity #44, 
Naturalist Notebooks: Fire, in Chapter 6 of the Middle Rio Grande Guide, 
third edition.

 The Rio Grande activity focuses on the river and provides guidance on 
drawing the landscape. The Cottonwood activity involves basic data 
collection (students measure the diameter of a tree) and encourages students 
to focus in on one particular part of the tree. (This activity is best suited for 
locations where cottonwoods are plentiful, such as Percha Dam State Park 
or Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge.) The Birds of the Bosque 
activity will help students to observe not just birds but the evidence that 
birds leave behind.

 These journaling activities can stand alone, be used as an introduction to 
other activities in the guide, or be the beginning of a long-term journaling 
project. To extend this activity we have included “Guidelines for Keeping 
a Field Journal” after the following focused journaling pages. We hope this 
will inspire both you and your students to explore a number of other topics 
over time.

Extensions: Other journaling topics might include: exotic/invasive species, human impact 
on the bosque, mammals, decomposers, plants, arthropods, weather, leaves, 
ecosystems, animal evidence. Also, students could visit the same site several 
times over the course of the year and record the changes over time.

4. Naturalist Notebooks

Grades:	 5–12

Time: 30 minutes to one hour

Subjects: science, language arts, visual arts

Terms: cohort, keystone species, diameter at breast height (DBH)
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o 
D

raw
 a shape m

ap of the landscape in the box above.

o 
Begin by draw

ing a line to represent the top of the trees, or 
m

ountains, or w
hatever m

eets the sky.

o 
N

ext, drop dow
n to the bank on the other side of the river and sketch 

in w
here the w

ater m
eets the land.

o 
N

ow
 sketch in the near bank on your side of the river.

o 
U

sing sim
ple im

ages, draw
 in the trees, seedlings, and sand bars or 

w
hatever you see in front of you.

o 
Label w

hat you draw
.

H
ow

 high do you think the river needs to rise to flood 
over the banks? H

ow
 high to flood w

here you are sitting?

If the river is not bank-full, take a w
alk along the river bed to see the 

exposed gravel, sand bars, clay and/or silt (collectively called sedim
ent). 

A
dd these features to your landscape draw

ing. M
ake sure you also indicate 

the direction the river is flow
ing.

The size of particles along a stream
 can tell you about the flow

 of the river. 
Faster w

ater can carry larger item
s including gravel; the w

ater m
ust be very 

still to create clay deposits. D
escribe the sedim

ent in this area. Based on the 
size of particles you observe, does the river run relatively fast or relatively 
slow

 along your stretch?
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tree 3
Pick one part of the tree to exam

ine closely. It could be a 
leaf, a branch, or anything else that catches your interest. 
Sketch it or describe it w

ith w
ords.

tree 2
U

sing w
ords, m

ake som
e observations about the tree. 

W
hat does it look like? Feel like? Sound like? D

oes it 
rem

ind you of anything? W
hat other organism

s do you 
see on or near the tree?

A
 cohort is a group of trees that are all the sam

e age—
they germ

inate 
during the sam

e event—
but they m

ay not be the sam
e size. Som

e trees 
m

ay grow
 bigger because they have m

ore space, get m
ore nutrients, or 

have a genetic tendency to grow
 faster.

W
rapping your hands or arm

s (or one or m
ore classm

ates’ arm
s 

depending on the size of the tree) around the trunk, com
pare the 

different sizes of trees near your tree. This is called “diam
ater at breast 

height,” a w
ay to com

pare sizes of trees. D
o you think they are part of the 

sam
e cohort?

Tree # 
Size

1 ______________________________________________

2 ______________________________________________

3 ______________________________________________

4 ______________________________________________

5 ______________________________________________

6 ______________________________________________

7 ______________________________________________
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W
e are going to exam

ine som
e of the different habitats in the bosque. O

rnithologists (scientists w
ho study birds) spend 

m
any hours sitting quietly, w

atching and listening to birds. G
o to each area and sit quietly for at least five m

inutes. Look and 
listen not just for the birds them

selves but also for evidence of the birds.

A
long the River

D
raw

 in 
detail one 
bird that 
you see in 
the area.

D
escribe w

hat 
the bird is 
doing.

W
here do you hear the birds in relation to you? Put m

arks in the box 
below

 to represent the birds. (You m
ight w

ant to use different m
arks 

to represent w
hether the birds are up high or at your level.)

 
 

 
 

you

In the Trees

Evidence of Birds: Scientists often look for bird evidence as m
uch as 

for birds them
selves. W

rite or draw
 the evidence you have found:

food
nests
feather
droppings
tracks
calls
holes

bird 3
bird 2

D
raw

 in 
detail one 
bird that 
you see in 
the area.

D
escribe 

w
hat the 

bird is 
doing.


