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Recording the natural world through nature journaling

Nature journaling is a way to slow down, pay attention, ask questions,
and create a record of the natural world around us. A journal might
include sketches, watercolor, written observations, measurements, maps,
weather, sound maps, species lists, or questions to explore later. There is
no wrong way to nature journal.

Led by Master Naturalist and Master Gardener volunteers, University of
Illinois Extension Nature Journaling Series introduced participants to
different ways of observing, recording, and connecting with nature.

At Forest Park Nature Center, Sarah Smith introduced the basics of nature
journaling and different ways to collect and record observations.
Participants learned several journaling techniques as a group, including
sound mapping and methods from John Muir Laws, before heading out
on their own to explore the nature center and put what they learned into
practice.

At Jubilee College State Park, Peggy West took participants deeper into
botanical drawing. Her class focused on how to translate what we see in
nature onto paper, using various techniques to capture the shapes,
structures, proportions, and details that make a subject recognizable.

At Emiquon, Allie Goudy introduced participants to nature journaling with
watercolor. She demonstrated a variety of watercolor techniques and
brought plants for participants to observe, sketch, and paint as they
experimented with adding color to their journals.

Laura Blackaby taught Nature in Words at Spring Creek Preserve, focused
on writing. Participants learned what to observe and look for in nature
and how to translate those observations into words.

People keep nature journals for many reasons. Some use them to connect
with their surroundings or learn about the plants and animals they
encounter. Gardeners may record bloom times, successes and failures,
wildlife observations, and changes from year to year.

Nature journaling has a long history. Before cameras, identification apps,
and modern databases, naturalists, explorers, and scientists used field
notes, sketches, maps, and specimens to document species, locations,
landscapes, and seasonal events. These historical records can still help us
understand where species once occurred and how ecosystems have
changed over time.

Whether through words, sketches, colors, data, or observations, nature
journaling encourages us to slow down, look closer, and notice what is
happening around us.
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Janine Donahue, Extension Master
Naturalist and Master Gardener
was one of the participants for the
four-part nature journaling series.
She is pictured at Jubilee College
State Park developing her botanical
drawing skills.
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