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Sit Spot – All Students

Field Note and Observation Skills Exercise

Human Ecology
So you can read a book and recognize a corporate logo? 

But can you “read” the world around you?

Overview:

The human ability to read books, recognize corporate logos and make collaborative decisions is based upon a set of abilities that evolved as survival skills in ancient societies. Historically, most humans had well-developed abilities to recognize tracks, species and other signs from which they learned about the availability of the resources that they needed in their everyday life. These abilities have diminished with time.

These natural signs are much like a complex alphabet or a multitude of corporate logos. We read them by recognizing what they stand for. For example, the presence of particular plants can tell us can a lot about the presence or absence of water, microclimate particularities, geological features and the activities of other animals (including humans). Footprints, scat, traces of fur, evidence of browsing, etc. contain considerable information about the animals with which we share this world. Learning to recognize birdcalls can provide a wealth of information about the immediate environments in which we find ourselves.

Learning to read the signs of nature is like learning a new alphabet or memorizing lots of new logos. This assignment provides you with an opportunity to strengthen your observation and note taking skills. To do so you will need to memorize some signs of common plants, animals and humans. Memorization will help you develop “search images” with which to recognize signs. But search images can sometimes be misleading so you also need to develop critical thinking skills that enable you to read between the lines, if you will. In class activities we will help you to develop these skills but practicing out of class is an important part of strengthening them.

These exercises ask you to practice asking a set of simple questions: what, who, where, when, why and how? We would like you to practice asking these questions in a specific setting at least once every other week. In each case we would like you to record your observations in your field notes. Taking detailed field notes actually helps to strengthen your observation skills and provides a record of your experiences for evaluation. 

Sit Spot:

We would like you to select and revisit a “sit spot.”  Select a special location with some plants and animals in the vicinity but accessible enough that you can return on a regular basis. This place should be somewhat removed from everyday life (i.e. not your backyard) but accessible enough that you can visit it easily, at least once every other week. It might be in a conservation area, park, a garden, along a stream or a beach. You should be able to sit quietly and comfortably for at least 15 minutes each time you visit. The longer you sit the more you will observe. 

The schedule in the table below identifies a set of questions that you need to answer in your field notes for each visit and an associated due date. Be sure to record your answers to these questions in your field notes with an entry labeled “Sit Spot” and the relevant visit number. Also, include answers to the same set of basic questions asked for each field site (date, time, weather & geographic coordinates—if available). 

	Visit
	Due Date
	Questions

	1
	4/17
	· What geographic and ecological features give character and shape to this site?

· What watershed are you located in?

· What resources (soil, rocks, shade, sunlight, water, etc.) are present or absent from the site?

· Sketch two maps: one that presents a birds-eye view of your sit spot and surrounding landscape and another that represents the view you see while seated in your sit spot.

· What do you observe happening around you during your visit?

	2
	5/1
	· What plants can you identify within sight of your sit spot? 

· Identify and list as many plants as you can in the field notes. Describe those that you cannot identify.

· Why might these plants rather than others be successful in this particular spot?

· What can the plants tell you about the general ecology of this place?

· What do you observe happening around you during your visit?

	3
	5/15
	· What animals or signs of animals can you identify within sight of your sit spot?

· Identify and list as many animals or their signs that you can during your visit.

· What birdcalls, songs and other sounds can you hear? What are they telling you about what is happening around you?

· What do you observe happening around you during your visit?

	4
	5/29
	· What new plants, animals or their signs can you recognize that you may have missed (or were not present) on your previous visits?

· How do believe the plants and animals you have observed might be interrelated and/or interdependent?

· What do you observe happening around you during your visit?

	5
	6/12
	· What changes have you observed over the ten weeks you’ve been visiting this sit spot?

· What have you learned by returning to this sit spot on a regular basis?

· What do you observe happening around you during your visit?


