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Lab 4: A Walk in the Park: Natural History Observations 
 
 
Introduction 

Much of what constitutes the body of scientific knowledge available today was 
gained by careful but simple observations of organisms in their environments. Today 
you will follow the instructor on a short walk noting the flora and fauna of a Sonoran 
Desert Upland community. You may be given the opportunity to break into small 
groups and observe organisms in their natural habitat. But please note that no one is to 
leave the visual field of an instructor without permission. You will be responsible for taking 
detailed notes on your observations for a minimum of four different species. Whenever 
possible you should attempt to observe more than one individual of each species. Your 
observations should include two different species of plants, and at least one invertebrate 
species and one vertebrate species. Although you are encouraged to work in small 
groups (no more than three individuals to a group!), please note that your field note 
write-up should be uniquely yours (i.e., written in your own words). 

 

 
Preparation: 

Students should print out and read this handout before class. In addition, you 
should read through the Field Notes Guidelines prior to this lab. Also bring with you a 
small notebook and pencil or pen. Ideally the notebook should be small enough to fit 
into a pocket so you can free your hands for using binoculars or field guides. 

Wear clothing suitable for a desert outing at this time of year: since we are out in the 
morning, it will likely be fairly cool, and remember that we will outside for 2.5 hours 
and not moving a great deal. At this time of year rain is possible, so check the weather 
reports and be prepared. A hat is recommended and closed-toed shoes are required. 

 

 
What you will be provided: 

Binoculars 
Field guide to either plants or birds 
Small plastic ruler 
Hand lens 

 

 
Examples of Subjects to Observe: 

Arthropods (insects and their relatives), especially those visiting flowering plants, 
would make excellent subjects for observation. You should be able to identify one form 
and then follow it for a 10-20 minute period. If you loose track of one individual, go on 
to another when possible. After you have completed 20 minutes of observation on one 
species, by observing 5-10 different individuals, you might pick the plant the arthro- 
pods were visiting as a subject for your "botanical" observations. For plants, draw a pic- 
ture of the leaf and flower; note aspects of the soil, shade, nearby plants; any obvious 
“desert plant adaptations?" Note them. Try to quantify as much as possible. For how 
long did the insect visit the flower? How long and wide are the leaves? What is the 
overall size of the organism? 
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Assignment: 
You will write up formal field notes based entirely on your observations in today’s 

lab. See the Guidelines for Writing Fieldnotes handout for specific information. This as- 
signment will be due at the start of next week’s lab. 


