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SPOTLIGHT on Poquoson ES, By Susan Northcutt, PES Music Teacher; and Pam Camblin, PES Outreach Partner 
 

    The journey from classroom to 
schoolyard was facilitated by Dr. 
Barbara Wood, principal at PES.  
She wanted an outdoor classroom 
shelter on school grounds to 
motivate teachers to take students 
outdoors.  The structure was built 
in the fall of 2014.        >> 
    This past August, teachers 
from PES attended the Monarch 
Teacher Network Workshop.  We 
left there with one caterpillar, 
raising cages, holding cages, and lots of ideas and excitement.   

<<    Later in August, 
PES teachers attended an 
all day WOW workshop 
(Wonders of Wetlands).  
We visited the Poquoson 
Learning Garden and the 
Poquoson Museum’s 
Marsh Walk Nature Trail.  
Teachers learned about 

wetlands characteristics, wetland plants and soil, wetland birds 
and animals, and the plight of the modern waterman.  Many 
teachers were surprised to learn of such an extensive resource 
practically across the street from the school. 

<<    The wonderful osprey 
experts from the WOW 
workshop returned to PES to 
visit the seven 3rd Grade classes 
(~150 students) to talk about 
ospreys.  PES has an osprey 
nest on our school grounds! 
    Our planning and training 
paid off with the release of 62 
monarch butterflies in the fall 
of 2015.  Caterpillars, 
chrysalides, and butterflies were 

displayed in a prominent 
central location so every 
student in the school was 
able to experience the 
wonder.  Rearing cages were 
rotated among classrooms so 
students could see monarch 
metamorphosis up close. 
    25 butterflies were tagged 
and released back into our 
native plant garden as part of 

the Monarch Watch citizen science project.   
    Teachers use our outdoor garden 
and classroom for STEM lessons.  For 
one STEM challenge, two 5th Grade 
classes gathered natural materials from 
school property to build bird’s nests 
that could hold five marbles (eggs).>> 
    Students have made observations 
and predictions in the garden this year 
using iPads to compare changes over 
the seasons.  They enjoy schoolyard 
scavenger hunts. We are so excited to 
have this great resource at our school.   
    For the last six years, our school has had an after-school 
Ecology Club.  There is always a waiting list for this club. 
Members are in 3rd, 4th, and 5th 
grade and do a variety of activities 
such as planting bulbs and 
observing and identifying birds and 
other wildlife.  Each week from 
March to August, students from the 
Ecology Club 
check the nine 
bluebird boxes 
at our school.    
Look what they 
found in one! >
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In January 2014, the Cornell Lab of Ornithology released a free smartphone app called Merlin that was designed to help with 
bird identification.  It begins by asking five questions to help it narrow down the field from the 285 birds currently in its 
databank.  Based on your inputs, it displays photos of the most likely birds seen on that day in your area.  Merlin is able to 
access eBird * data reported by other birdwatchers, which helps it more accurately generate the likeliest candidates.  The 
Merlin app also offers a large database of bird photos and audio recordings of birds.    
 

is an online tool used to collect citizen science bird data.  It is used for the Great Backyard Bird Count and much, 

much more.  Quick guide to eBird:  http://help.ebird.org/customer/en/portal/articles/973977-ebird-quick-start-guide  
Anyone may set up an account and use online or as a smartphone app.  General eBird tips:  http://help.ebird.org/ 
 

 

 

Bird photos and written passages  
excerpted directly from  

Cornell Lab of Ornithology's 
informative 

 All About Birds website. 
 

“A treat to find in your binocular viewfield, the Cedar 
Waxwing is a silky, shiny collection of brown, gray, and 
lemon-yellow, accented with a subdued crest, rakish black 
mask, and brilliant-red wax droplets on the wing feathers.  In 
fall these birds gather by the hundreds to eat berries, filling 
the air with their high, thin, whistles.  In summer, you’re as 
likely to find them flitting about over rivers in pursuit of 
flying insects, where they show off dazzling aeronautics for a 
forest bird. 

 
Size & Shape.  The Cedar 
Waxwing is a medium-sized, 
sleek bird with a large head, 
short neck, and short, wide 
bill.  Waxwings have a crest 
that often lies flat and 
droops over the back of 
the head.  The wings are 
broad and pointed, like a 
starling’s.  The tail is fairly 
short and square-tipped.

Color Pattern.  Cedar Waxwings are pale brown on the head 
and chest fading to soft gray on the wings.  The belly is pale 
yellow, and the tail is gray with a bright yellow tip.  The face 
has a narrow black mask neatly outlined in white.  The red 
waxy tips to the wing feathers are not always easy to see. 
 
Behavior.  Cedar Waxwings are social birds that you’re likely 
to see in flocks year-round.  They sit in fruiting trees 
swallowing berries whole, or pluck them in mid-air with a 
brief fluttering hover.  They also course over water for 
insects, flying like tubby, slightly clumsy swallows. 
 
Habitat.  Look for Cedar Waxwings in woodlands of all 
kinds, and at farms, orchards, and suburban gardens where 
there are fruiting trees or shrubs.” 

 
Links to more information about the Cedar Waxwing:  
From the Smithsonian Migratory Bird Center:  
http://nationalzoo.si.edu/scbi/migratorybirds/featured_birds/?id=277 

More resources to explore: 
     http://www.biokids.umich.edu/critters/Bombycilla_cedrorum/  
     https://www.audubon.org/field-guide/bird/cedar-waxwing 
     http://animals.nationalgeographic.com/animals/birding/cedar-waxwing/ 

Here is a YouTube video of a few cedar waxwings eating berries: 
     https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sr_U9huI03E 

Did you know?  A frugivore, like the cedar waxwing, primarily eats fruits! 

Taxonomy of the Cedar Waxwing 
Kingdom: Animalia (Animals) 
Subphylum: Vertebrata  (Vertebrates) 
Class: Aves  (Birds) 
Order: Passeriformes  (Perching Birds) 
Family: Bombycillidae (Waxwings) 
Genus: Bombycilla (Waxwings) 
Species: Bombycilla cedrorum   (Vieillot, 1808) 

http://help.ebird.org/customer/en/portal/articles/973977-ebird-quick-start-guide
http://help.ebird.org/
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Cedar_Waxwing/id
http://nationalzoo.si.edu/scbi/migratorybirds/featured_birds/?id=277
http://www.biokids.umich.edu/critters/Bombycilla_cedrorum/
https://www.audubon.org/field-guide/bird/cedar-waxwing
http://animals.nationalgeographic.com/animals/birding/cedar-waxwing/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sr_U9huI03E


 

A physics professor at Caltech, Kenneth G. Libbrecht studies the “molecular dynamics of 
crystal growth” and has conducted much research on snow crystals in particular.  He shares 
his remarkable photos (like those shown here) along with the science of snow crystals online. 
http://www.snowcrystals.com/photos/photos.html 
http://www.snowcrystals.com/science/science.html 
 
 

It has been a crazy winter.  Is it snowing?  Sleeting?  
Raining?  It takes just a few seconds to report precipitation 
for a weather research project being conducted jointly by 

the NOAA National Severe Storms Lab (NSSL) and the University of Oklahoma.  Their free mobile app for iPhone 
and Android users is called mPING, which stands for “Precipitation Identification Near the Ground.”  The citizen 
science data helps improve the accuracy of weather radar reporting.    
 

Quick overview of mPING on YouTube:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h6UM5Xg3C3s 

mPING app FAQs:  http://mping.nssl.noaa.gov/faq.php 
See real-time blips on a map as mPING users across the U.S. report precipitation:  http://mping.nssl.noaa.gov/display/ 

 
 

 
You may already be familiar with Journey North’s online tracking and reporting of monarch butterfly migration and 
milkweed growth.  Another quite popular Journey North citizen science focus features red tulip test gardens.  
Participants from across the Northern Hemisphere plant the same species of tulips (Red Emperor), at a certain 
depth, during a set time, in a location that fits certain parameters.  A detailed guide to the study protocol may be 
found here: http://www.learner.org/jnorth/tm/tulips/plant_detailed.html 
 

Several of our schools received free Red Emperor bulbs, aka Madame Lefeber, from Brent & Becky’s in December 
or early January.  Though the timing was too late to meet the official study protocol, at least one school planted 
these bulbs in several different spots across school grounds to do their own site study of local microhabitats. 
 

When following proper study protocol, you report to Journey North three times, once when the tulips are planted, 
once when the first tulip leaves emerge from the ground, and once more to report the first bloom.  Journey North 
posts these observations publicly on an online map.   These particular tulip bulbs are sold each fall at Brent & 
Becky’s, at many of our local box stores and nurseries, and online through Journey North or other garden sites. 
 
 

Driven to Discover: Citizen Science developed by the University of Minnesota (UMN) engages 
students to choose a citizen science program as a platform to conduct scientific investigation 
during the school year.  At the conclusion, students develop a poster summarizing their work. 
 
The Driven to Discover Citizen Science Curricula are available online for free download.  UMN has 
published separate Facilitator’s Guides and Student Handbooks for studying monarchs or birds.  

Their construct may also be applied to citizen science programs studying other topics in nature. 
 

    http://monarchlab.org/education-and-gardening/curricula/ 

http://www.snowcrystals.com/photos/photos.html
http://www.snowcrystals.com/science/science.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h6UM5Xg3C3s
http://mping.nssl.noaa.gov/faq.php
http://mping.nssl.noaa.gov/display/
http://www.learner.org/jnorth/tm/tulips/plant_detailed.html
http://monarchlab.org/education-and-gardening/curricula/


Late Winter/Early Spring Habitat Care and Stewardship

If you have a schoolyard habitat, now is a good time for students to analyze the layout and review phenology data 
from nature journals.  Are there gaps when few or no flowers are in bloom between March and October?  What 
native plants might bridge those gaps?  Helpful resource: http://www.claytonvnps.org/list_of_native_plants/BirdFood2.pdf 

Share your school native plant wish list with us.  We may be able to find donors for the native plants you seek. 

Winter is a time to dream by sifting through native plant and seed catalogs.  Here are sites with a focus on natives: 
Sassafras Farm Natives  http://www.sassafrasfarmnatives.com/our-plants.html 

Ernst Conservation Seeds   http://www.ernstseed.com/ 
Prairie Nursery   http://www.prairienursery.com/ 
 

Meanwhile, winter clean-up through early March should be limited to removing weeds.  The reasons for this are 
explained in the following online articles:   
 

From Heather Holm: http://nativeplantwildlifegarden.com/habitats-of-overwintering-insects/ 

From Doug Tallamy: http://www.wildones.org/download/tallamy/insectsinwinter.html 

From Fine Gardening includes pointers for attracting beneficial insects year-round: 
http://www.finegardening.com/keep-beneficial-insects-birds-and-mammals-around-creating-host-environment 

From a Pennsylvania Master Naturalist: http://the-natural-web.org/2012/11/30/a-winter-garden-can-be-a-wildlife-habitat/ 

 

From Susan Northcutt, Music Teacher at Poquoson ES.  3rd Grade students at PES 

participated in Journey North’s symbolic monarch migration to Mexico.  

Homerooms made a class butterfly, and each student decorated their own butterfly to 

mail to Mexico.  Classes will receive symbolic 

butterflies from other schools when the monarchs 

start their journey north.  Read more here: 
https://www.learner.org/jnorth/tm/symbolic/About.html 

 
 

Allow us to feature student and teacher prose, poetry, photos, and artwork with a local-nature theme in the next 
issue of the 4-H Schoolyard Nature Notes.  ** Please only send us photos or scanned files (keep original work).  The 

deadline for inclusion in the 4th Quarter issue is Friday, 25 March 2016.  Email to jodybynature@gmail.com.  

http://www.claytonvnps.org/list_of_native_plants/BirdFood2.pdf
http://www.sassafrasfarmnatives.com/our-plants.html
http://www.ernstseed.com/
http://www.prairienursery.com/
http://nativeplantwildlifegarden.com/habitats-of-overwintering-insects/
http://www.wildones.org/download/tallamy/insectsinwinter.html
http://www.finegardening.com/keep-beneficial-insects-birds-and-mammals-around-creating-host-environment
http://the-natural-web.org/2012/11/30/a-winter-garden-can-be-a-wildlife-habitat/
https://www.learner.org/jnorth/tm/symbolic/About.html
mailto:jodybynature@gmail.com


York High School science students use Instagram to post photos and videos.  Check it out!   @yhsscience 
 
 
< Posted 27July2015                                       
Summer      
workday 
and pond 
pictures 
 
 
 
 
Posted 23Sept2015> 
                Quadrat         

      observations 
            in the 

courtyard     
 
 
 
 
 
 
< Posted 23Sept2015        
Spicebush  
swallowtail 
caterpillar 
 

 
 

Posted 5Nov2015 > 
Fieldwork 

in the courtyard  
habitat 

 
 
 

 
 

Young Reporters for the Environment (YRE) is an international campaign that challenges young people,  
ages 11 to 21, to share stories about the environment with the world through articles, photos, and video.   
YRE offers a journalism competition, a litter less campaign, and global action days.  Visit:  http://www.yre.global/ 

Check out the YRE Handbook here:  http://www.yre.global/handbook 

 

Bird Migration, a Perilous Journey!  …and how you can help.   
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q-mMMpl_T80&list=PLD018AC9B25A23E16&index=41 
 

Flying Silently: Owls in Flight 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p02kqgpf 

http://www.yre.global/
http://www.yre.global/handbook
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q-mMMpl_T80&list=PLD018AC9B25A23E16&index=41
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p02kqgpf


 

Teaching students how to write a letter or thank you note?   Here’s an opportunity for students at schools that 
received materials for supporting and observing birds to express appreciation to the two primary organizations that 
provided the funding.  The money these two organizations provided to our program allowed us to purchase bird-
friendly habitat amenities for 18 schools.  Contact information is as follows: 
 

                                                      Project Learning Tree, GreenWorks! 
   c/o HRPDC     c/o American Forest Foundation 
   The Regional Building    2000 M Street, NW 
   723 Woodlake Drive    Suite 550 
   Chesapeake, VA 23320    Washington, CD 20036 

 
If your school received free bulbs from Brent & Becky’s Bulbs, please consider sending 
photos from when the students planted the bulbs and when the bulbs bloom.  Send with 
notes as a thank you to Brent & Becky’s Bulbs, 7900 Daffodil Lane, Gloucester, VA 23061. 
 

Similarly, if your school received free seed packets from Renee’s Garden, 
please consider sending photos of the students planting the seeds and 
monitoring the progress of the seedlings.  Send with student notes to 

Renee’s Garden, 6060 Graham Hill Road, Felton, CA  95018  

 

 

Consider asking students to write letters to their PTA, school board, and/or local government officials that describe 
a local wildlife species, like monarch butterflies or bluebirds, and then explain what habitat improvements have been 

made on school grounds in support of that species.  We would love to hear directly from students as well!   
York County Board of Supervisors York County School Board Poquoson City Council Chambers  Poquoson School Board 
224 Ballard Street 302 Dare Road 500 City Hall Avenue  500 City Hall Avenue 
P.O. Box 532  Yorktown, VA 23692 Poquoson, VA 23662  Poquoson, VA 23662 
Yorktown, VA 23690      
 

4-H SCHOOLYARD NATURE NOTES 
 

4-H Schoolyard Nature Notes is produced expressly for 
YCSD and PCPS communities by VCE-York/Poquoson’s  
4-H Schoolyard Habitats Outreach volunteers.  The 
newsletter is distributed each quarter of the school year via 
email to principals and PTA/PTSA/PTO representatives. 
 

The appearance of external hyperlinks does not constitute 
endorsement by Virginia Cooperative Extension of the linked 
web sites, or the information, products, or services contained 
therein.  Unless otherwise specified, VCE does not exercise 
any editorial control over the information you find at these 
locations.  All links are provided with the intent of helping 
teachers increase and improve nature-based education 
delivered to K-12 students during school hours.  Please 
inform us if any external links are broken or found to be 
inappropriate.   
 

4-H Schoolyard Habitats Outreach, Program Coordinators 
Jody Turner, Master Gardener, 4-H Schoolyard Nature Notes Editor 

757-867-1135, jodybynature@gmail.com 
 

Barbara Dunbar, Master Gardener, Virginia Master Naturalist 
757-880-8875, twotac@cox.net 

 

 

                   4-H SLOGAN: Learn By Doing 
 
 

Virginia Cooperative Extension (VCE) 
 

VCE Mission:  Building local relationships and collaborative 
partnerships, we help people put scientific knowledge to 

work through learning experiences that improve economic, 
environmental, and social well-being. 

 

Virginia Cooperative Extension programs and employment are open to 
all, regardless of age, color, disability, gender, gender identity, gender 
expression, national origin, political affiliation, race, religion, sexual 
orientation, genetic information, veteran status, or any other basis 
protected by law.  An equal opportunity/affirmative action employer.      
 

http://www.ext.vt.edu/ 

https://www.plt.org/greenworks
mailto:jodybynature@gmail.com
http://www.ext.vt.edu/

