
A GUIDE TO FIELD NOTES 
 

The following is a guide to help you with the format of your field notebook. 
Joseph Grinnell, an excellent field biologist and the first director of the University of 
California’s Museum of Vertebrate Zoology (MVZ), developed this format. His philosophy 
was that field notes were mainly for the use of other researchers, and so a standard 
format is necessary to help find information quickly and easily. 
 

Detailed field notes are an extremely valuable part of natural history collections. 
They are used extensively for museum research, conservation, and management. For 
example, the distribution and abundance of plants and animals changes over time, due 
to natural causes as well as human-mediated impacts on the environment. By looking 
back at field notes from 100 years ago, we can accurately document the changing status 
of biodiversity in a given area. 
 

The field notebook consists of three main sections: the journal, the catalogue, 
and species accounts. You can divide the three sections of your notebook with a page 
that says “Journal” for the journal section, another page that says “Catalogue”, etc. 
 
The Journal. 

The journal is like a professional diary, containing a chronological sequence of 
your field trips with locality information, weather information, a list of the species you 
observed, a description of your activity, and the names of the people present. Usually, 
the journal entry will be written at the end of each day in the field. Your journal entry 
should include: 
 

 locality information (e.g., “Marks Creek Trail Head, Cumberland River 
Bicentennial Trail, Cheatham Co., TN, GPS coordinates if possible, hand-
drawn maps and route information) 

 hours of observation 

 weather conditions (cloud cover, wind speed, air temperature, water 
temperature, humidity) 

 participants (e.g., UNR Herpetology Class) 

 habitat description and topography (e.g., oak woodland, grassland, sand 
dunes, etc.). Also include soil type (sandy, gravel, rocky, etc.) and dominant 
plant species (chaparral, native perennial grasses, etc.) 

 list of species seen and estimated numbers of each species 

 any general impressions 

 Include photo numbers for images of the site 
 
The Catalogue. 

The catalogue section of the field notebook contains a list of specimens that were 
collected with all of the appropriate locality information. For your field notebook, assume 
that we have “collected” every specimen we come across. See the sample page entitled 
“Catalogue.” Include photo numbers for photographed specimens. 
 
The Species Accounts. 

A species account is a page devoted to a more detailed description of a 
particular species (common and latinized name). At first when you’re learning to identify 
animals, you won’t know what you’re looking at. In that case, you should describe the 



animal as best you can. Once you’ve learned to positively identify a species, it isn’t 
necessary to repeat the description each time you make a new account of that species. 
 
The general information for each species should include: 

- Where was the species found? 
- What is it doing? 
- How does it look and sound? 

 
Include distinguishing markings, color, movements (e.g., distinct call or 

locomotory style), sex (and how this is determined), age (e.g., adult, juvenile, neonate), 
body condition (e.g., gravid, shedding, skinny, scar over eye, etc.). Note also behavioral 
observations of the animal at the time you observed it (e.g., found under a large granite 
boulder under a pine tree; curled up in ambush posture; ran swiftly from bush to bush; 
basking on a large black boulder perpendicular to the sun’s rays, etc.). 
 
Guidelines: 
 

1) The preferred notebook is a 5.5” X 8.5” 3-ring notebook. This allows you to 
add or remove pages as necessary. When you are in the field, sometimes it is 
better to use a small pocket notebook. Once you're back to camp or home/school, 
you can transfer the notes to a more clean and legible notebook. 
 

2) Use waterproof ink or pencil. 
 

3) Write on only one side of the paper. 
 

4) Only skip lines in between entries for each day. 
 

5) In the upper left-hand corner of every page, left of the margin, write your 
name; last name, then first, and the year. See sample pages. 
 

6) For each entry, write the date to the left of the margin. Write out the name of 
the month (i.e., do not use numerical abbreviations). See sample pages. 
 

7) Write locality information (place) in full detail, including county and state. Go 
from the most detailed item in your locality to the most general, ending with the 
state. 
 

8) Underline the locality with a wavy line. See sample pages. 
 

9) Underline species epithets with a straight line. 
 

10) Write the date of each entry to the left of the margin. Write out the name of 
the month (i.e., do not use a numerical month format). See sample pages. 
 

11) Number each page. This helps future readers to know if there are pages 
missing. This is usually the last step of a completed field notebook. 
 

12) If you took photos for your field notebook, put them at the end of journal 
section. Include a caption that includes date, location, species (if in photo), and 
photo number. 

 
30 points: Attended fieldtrips, or complete additional hours for missing Briones (6 
hrs), Pyramid (4 hrs), or Rancho (2 hrs) – Include photo of site for verification 
 
30 points: Complete Field Notebook, with at least 5 Species Accounts. 


