
Documenting Local Biodiversity with iNaturalist 
 

Biodiversity = the variety of living organisms in an environment 
 
Introduction 
 
Regardless of where you live – whether in the middle of a large city or in the most remote place 
imaginable – life is all around you!  Scientists have discovered species living in some of the 
harshest environments in the world, including tubeworms around the magma-heated deep sea 
vents at the bottom of the oceans, insects that crawl on glaciers above the Arctic Circle, and 
bacteria that live in hot springs in Yellowstone National Park.  You’ll find mosses and flowers 
growing in cracks in sidewalks and bushes that are 10,000 years old growing in deserts, insects 
that fly miles above the ground and worms that recycle living organisms and turn them into 
soils, bacteria that grow in the bellies of termites and one species of bee that pollinates a single 
species of orchid in a single forest on our planet.  The variety of life on Earth is amazing with 
over 1.5 million species documented so far and potentially millions more that we have yet to 
discover and describe.   
 
This week, we want you to explore the concept of biodiversity by making observations of the 
natural world in your area.  One easy way to keep track of the species you see and to compare 
your findings to other areas is to participate in iNaturalist.  iNaturalist is an online database of 
wildlife sightings where you can record what you see in nature, meet other nature lovers, and 
learn about the natural world.  The website and the accompanying mobile app for iPhone and 
Android are both free to use and make your observations available to everyone.  This means 
that scientists can use your observations in their research, other citizen scientists can answer 
their own scientific questions with the data you’ve gathered, and nature enthusiasts can use 
your spottings to help them learn something more about their area or find interesting new 
places to explore. 
 
How To Lead a Nature Exploration Walk 
 
We’d like for our participants to do a few simple things.  First, go outside!  While there is plenty 
of nature living around us even when we’re indoors, there are so many amazing, spectacular 
things to see outdoors that you may be surprised by what you find.  Once you’re in a space you 
want to explore, start looking around.  See how many plants, animals, and fungi you can find.  
Make some observations of the species you see – where do they live, when did you see it, was 
it doing anything interesting or have any strange structures?  When you see something you like, 
take a photo of it (no people or pets please!).  Take a few notes about it.  You’ll want your 
photos and your notes later. 
 
 
 
 



Sharing Your Observations on iNaturalist 
 
Once you’ve spent some time exploring species outside, you can participate in our iNaturalist 
project in one of two ways.  If you and your students have access to mobile devices – 
smartphones, tablets, etc – you can download the iNaturalist app for free.  The app allows you 
to save a few steps by automatically inputting the date and location of your sighting.  You can 
also submit your sightings as you make them, which means you get to spend more time 
outdoors and don’t have to spend extra time inside uploading your photos.  Just make sure you 
join the Remix, Remake, Curate project (click the Projects button, drag the screen down, type in 
“remix” into the search box, click “Details,” then “Join”), tap the “Select Projects” button at the 
bottom of the observation submission form, and choose the project from the list before you 
save your sighting.   
 
If you want to use a computer indoors, that works too!  Simply visit the Remix, Remake, Curate 
project page on the iNaturalist website (http://inaturalist.org/projects/remix-remake-curate), 
click the big red “Add Observations” button, and enter in as many fields as you can, at least the 
date and location.  Whether you’re using the app or the website, don’t forget to add a photo!  
iNaturalist will allow you to crowdsource your species identifications.  What this means is that 
you don’t have to be an expert about the species in your area to participate and you can ask the 
iNaturalist community for help with your IDs!  However, you won’t get help if you don’t include 
a photo of the species, so be sure to add a photo to every identification.   
 
Reflection 
 
Once you’ve uploaded your sightings to the Remix, Remake, Curate project on iNaturalist, 
spend a little time reflecting on what you saw.  How many species did you find?  If you had very 
few species, why might that be?  Conversely, if you saw many species, what sorts of conditions 
are in your area that make it a nice place for many species to live?  Does any species you found 
depend on another species to survive?  These are all great questions to explore after you make 
your observations that will help you understand how and why biodiversity is important.  You 
might take it one step further and think about how you can improve the biodiversity of your 
space by making small changes to the landscape (e.g., installing a garden will bring in more 
insects, which will in turn attract more birds) or protect the things that are already there.  The 
more species the better! 
 
Be sure to explore the Remix, Remake, Curate site on iNaturalist!  Other participants will be 
adding their own observations throughout the week, which means that you’ll be able to see a 
map of where people have participated and what they found in their spaces.  Why not compare 
the things you see in your space to someone else’s in a completely different area?  Are other 
people in nearby areas seeing the same kinds of things you are?  Part of the fun of iNaturalist is 
sharing your observations with the group and viewing the observations made by others, so take 
a look around the project site.  You never know what interesting things you might see or learn! 
 
 

http://inaturalist.org/projects/remix-remake-curate


Resources 
 
We have provided detailed instructions for how to use iNaturalist that will walk you through the 
process of setting up an account on the iNaturalist website and how to make submissions at 
https://dragonflywoman.files.wordpress.com/2015/01/how-to-set-up-an-inaturalist-
account.pdf.  If you choose to use the app, there is a tutorial available within the app that will 
show you what to do.  And after you finish your nature observations, we have provided a 
couple of great poetry projects to continue your learning on the Remix, Remake, Curate 
homepage at https://trwpconnect.wordpress.com/ for instructions for the next step! 
 
 
 
So, explore iNaturalist a bit, then get outside!  There is a whole wide world of biodiversity out 
there just waiting for you to observe.  We look forward to exploring the things you share! 
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