
Spring beauty and the bees Field Instructions 
 
 
To contribute to our collection of data, we ask that you do 3 sets of observations (about 40 minutes each) 
about once a week while Claytonia is in bloom in your area. Before you go out, you’ll need to learn about 
the pollinators, find a patch of Claytonia to observe, become familiar with the procedures, and collect your 
materials. During your observations, you’ll observe and record all of the insects that visit your focal patch. 
After your observations, you’ll enter your data into a spreadsheet and send it in for analysis! 
	  

Getting Started 
 
Before you start, you’ll need to…. 
 
1) Locate one or more patches of Claytonia.  
 
Hopefully you’ve noticed some patches of spring beauty (either Claytonia virginica or Claytonia 
caroliniana) in past springs that are convenient for you. Any patch is fine – it can be located in the woods, 
in a grassy area in a nearby park, or even in your backyard! The larger the patch, the better. If you don’t 
know where to find either of these species of Claytonia in your area, ask around – botanically-minded 
friends and neighbors will probably know of some good spots, if it occurs in your area. If that doesn’t 
work, go exploring! Claytonia can be easily found in woods, local parks, and neighborhoods. 
You can observe either Claytonia virginica or Claytonia caroliniana. Just be sure to note which you are 
observing on your data sheet. 
 
2) Collect your materials.  
 
You’ll need the following: 

• Data sheets 
• Printable guide to Claytonia pollinators (color) 
• Something that can define your area of observation. We use a hula hoop, but you could use 

anything that size or smaller, that can define a boundary between the plants that you’re observing 
and the plants that you’re not. If you can’t find anything appropriate, construct a small square 
using dowels and duct tape. 

• A stopwatch 
• A small chair or gardening knee pad to sit or kneel on 
• A clipboard or notepad to write on 
• A thermometer (if possible) 
• A camera (optional) 

 
3) Figure out the time of bloom 
 
Once you find your patch of Claytonia, identify the time of bloom. You can do this by noting the number 
of stems that have flowers on them, and also by the ratio of buds, flowers, and developing fruits. 
	  

Timing of Observations 
	  
Bloom time.  
 
Spring beauty blooms in early spring, but the exact timing varies widely from year to year. In the Southern 
US, it begins around February; in the Mid-Atlantic, it begins around March; in New England, it begins in 
March/April. In most places, it will flower for less than a month. Please check the page entitled "Is 



Claytonia blooming in your area?" to see if others have observed flowers in your area and to plan your 
observations.  
 
It is most helpful to us if you can do sets of observations on three different days: 

• One at the beginning of the bloom season (the first or second week of flowering), when many, 
but not necessarily all, stems have flowers on them; there are many buds and just a few developing 
fruits.  

• One during peak bloom (the second or third week of flowering), when most or all stems have 
flowers on them, there are many buds and also many fruits developing. 

• One during late bloom (the third or fourth week of flowering), when many, but not necessarily 
all, stems have flowers on them; there are many developing fruits and just a few buds left. 

 
Weather. As much as possible, observations should be done on warm, sunny days, when pollinator activity 
is highest. However, weather in early spring is unpredictable. If you have flexibility in your schedule, 
please attempt to schedule your observations for a sunny day. Sometimes it will be necessary to reschedule 
your observations due to unexpected rain or cloudy skies. Please record as much weather information as 
possible. If you do not have a thermometer, please check the weather forecast and record a best guess for 
the temperature during your observations (and note that you did so).  
 
Timing of Observations. You can do your observations at any point throughout the morning and early 
afternoon, as long as the flowers are open - however, the best time to observe is between 10am and 
12:30pm. On a warm day, Claytonia flowers will open between 8am and 9am; early in the season, they will 
likely open a bit later due to cooler temperatures. On very warm days (>80°), the flowers will likely start 
closing by noon or 1pm - so be sure to get your observations done in time! 
 
Please note! 
It is not important that you do your observations on exactly the right day, in exactly the right weather, at 
exactly the right time.  Some springs, this is impossible! It is most important that observations are done 
during nice weather - if you need to do two sets of observations during peak bloom, no problem at all. 
When in doubt, just do the observations, and make notes on everything you can - the date, time, comments 
on the bloom time, and comments on the weather. 
	  
	  

Observing pollinators! 
 
Now it’s time to observe. 
 
Each time you go out, you should try to do about 6 observation periods of 5 minutes each. (However, if you 
can do more, that is extra helpful). 
 
When you arrive at the site, record the basics on your data sheets: the date, time, weather, and your 
location. Set your stopwatch so that it counts down from 5 minutes to 0 and then beeps, so you don’t have 
to keep checking the time. 
 
We’ll be doing observations in five minute increments – observing for five minutes, and then moving a bit 
to observe some new flowers. For each observation period, you’ll choose the number of flowers that 
you’d like to observe – these are your “focal flowers”. You should pick a new set of focal flowers for each 
observation period (different individuals – it is okay if they are very close by). Choose flowers that are in 
the sun, at least to start. It’s a little tricky to choose the right number – you want to observe as many as you 
can, but if you observe too many, you’ll miss something! I recommend starting by observing about 10 
flowers: if you find yourself missing something, reduce that number for the next observation period, but if 
you think you have it covered, you can increase it. It is really important that you choose focal flowers at the 
beginning of the observation period and then stick with them. It’s easy to be tempted to add focal flowers 
halfway through your observation period, if there is a lot of activity on them. 



 
Before starting each observation period, fill out the “visitation periods” section of the data sheet. Record 
the number of flowers you’ll be observing and the starting time of the observation period. If you can, 
identify how many are in the male-phase and how many are in the female-phase (see “learn the plants” for 
more information on this). 
 
When you’re ready, start your stopwatch! 
 
Throughout the 5 minute observation period, record any pollinator that forages on your focal flowers.  
 
Watch closely as it is foraging, and then record the data as it is leaving. You’ll record the name of the 
pollinator group, the number of male-phase and female-phase focal flowers that it visits, as well as any 
other observations you have about the visits. 
 
When the observation period ends, fill in any data that you didn’t have time to write down during the 
observation period. 
 
Then, move on to the next observation period! Pick another set of focal flowers in a sunny area, record how 
many you will observe, and start another observation period. 
	  

Frequently Asked Questions 
 
How do I know what counts as a visit and what doesn’t? 
If a pollinator touches the reproductive parts of a flower (the anthers or the stigma) it counts as a visit. 
Often a pollinator will come in and “touch” a flower very quickly, and sometimes it’s hard to decide if 
these visits count as visits. When in doubt, record the visit, but enter “touch” or any other notes about the 
visit in the notes column. 
 
What if I don’t know what visited? 
Sometimes it’s hard to tell what visited – or perhaps it is a rare visitor! If you’re not sure what visited, 
record as much as you can about the visit, but enter “don’t know” in the visiting pollinator ID column. If 
you have any observations about the visitor, enter them in the notes column.  
 
What if I miss something? 
No problem, we all miss things sometimes! Just enter as much as you can about the visit, and enter “don’t 
know” or “?” for the things you don’t know. It’s important that you record the visit itself, even if you don’t 
have any details – it’s better we know that a visit occurred. 
	  

After Your Observations 
 
After your observations, please fill out the volunteer questionnaire and the data spreadsheet, and email to 
spring.beauty.pollinators@gmail.com.  
 
If you are unable to fill out the spreadsheet with your data, please mail your data sheets to: 
Alison Parker 
Department of Ecology and Evolutionary Biology 
25 Harbord Street 
Toronto, Ontario M5S3G5 
Canada 
 
Note: Postage to Canada is $.75 for a letter-sized envelope. 
	  


