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OBJECTIVES

BACKGROUND
Nationwide, butter�y counts have become extremely popular for families, schools, and hobbyists 
alike.  Not only do they provide a wonderful learning experience, but they also allow individuals 
to participate in Citizen Science where the data collected is used by researchers.  By participating, 
Citizen Scientists are able to provide researchers with valuable data on butter�y populations and 
ranges.  Are the populations increasing or decreasing?  What might be the cause?  Are butter�y 
ranges shifting?  These are questions scientists are asking and studying on a regular basis.

As Citizen Scientists, it is extremely important to follow a scienti�c protocol to ensure that data 
collected is accurate.  A scienti�c protocol is the procedure or set of guidelines that are used to 
ensure that data is collected properly.  When performing butter�y counts, it is common procedure 
to use transects. Transects are footpaths set up in preparation for the count, where butter�ies 
are observed.  They are a certain length and width, and should include several different habitats 
to ensure that as many butter�y species as possible are observed. There are several bene�ts to 
using transects.  First, the same transect can be monitored multiple times, providing information 
on any changes that may be taking place.  Secondly, they help ensure accuracy when identifying 
butter�ies.

MATERIALS

BEFORE YOU BEGIN
The information below is important to read before you begin monitoring butter�ies.  This will 
ensure the best results and experiences in the �eld.

Weather – It is best to survey on a calm, sunny day with temperatures over 70° F.  For best results, 
do not survey if there is any precipitation.
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When to Survey – For best results, survey between 10 a.m. and 4 p.m. from June to August.  The 
surveys should last for a minimum of 30 minutes and a maximum of 2 hours. In addition, it is best 
to survey the same transects between 5 and 10 times throughout the season. 

Butter!y Collection – This lesson does not include collecting butter�ies.  If you choose to net 
butter�ies to get a closer look, please immediately release them to the location where they 
were found. If butter�ies are collected, they should not be counted on the form. 

Identifying Butter!ies – It is strongly recommended to become familiar with common butter�ies in 
Nebraska before monitoring to be as accurate as possible and create a more meaningful 
experience.  

PROCEDURE
1. Choose a site
Choosing a site to conduct your butter�y count is one of the most important steps.  A variety of 
locations are suitable, from garden areas to open �elds.  When choosing your location, it is
important to keep in mind the amount of space that you will need.  This depends on the number of 
students.  Butter�y counts should be conducted in pairs and each group will need one transect. 

2. Set up the transects
Students should work in pairs to conduct a butter�y count.  One student will be the monitor and 
the other will be the recorder.  You will need one transect per group.

1. Mark the beginning of each transect with a �ag.
2. Measure 300 feet from the beginning �ag and place a second �ag at the ending point.
3. Form an outer boundary by placing a couple �ags on both sides of the transect line, 
    creating a total width of 30 feet.
4. Transects can be set up consecutively by placing a �ag every 300 feet or set up 
     transects separately. 

END
START

15 FEET

15 FEET

300 FEET
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PROCEDURE continued...

3. Begin counting!
Students may have dif�culty identifying some butter�ies. This is okay; they should still  
record the butter�y on their data sheet as unidenti�ed. If they know the family that the 
butter�y belongs to, they can record the family name. Students should never guess if 
they are unable to identify the butter�y. 
Monitors should avoid counting the same butter�y more than twice.
To help students become comfortable with counting butter�ies along a transect, show   
them how wide 15 feet is on each side of the walking line.  Point out bushes or trees that 
are 15 feet from the transect to help them gauge distance.  Have students go through a 
practice walk before they actually begin the count.
Avoid counting any butter�ies seen outside the boundaries.

4. Record results from the count
Back in the classroom; upload the pictures and data collected onto Omaha’s Henry 
Doorly Zoo Butter�y Database.  Here, researchers and other participants will be able to 
compare and analyze data.  To join the database, follow the steps below.

1. Create a free Google Account by going to www.google.com/accounts if you do 
not have one already.

2. Once you have created your Google account, go to http://bio�nity.unl.edu/HDZ/
butter�y and log in. 

3. You will be taken to another screen where you will need to click “Join an 
existinglab.”  Look for Omaha’s Henry Doorly Zoo Butter�y Database and click 
on “Join  this lab” next to it.  

4. Once you have submitted your request to join the lab, you will have to be 
approved by Omaha’s Zoo staff to proceed.  

5. To enter new data go to http://bio�nity.unl.edu/HDZ/butter�y/create.
6. Once on the database, you will be able to �ll out a new “event” for each                      

transect count.  After you have submitted data for a new transect count, the   
database will give the option to upload a butter�y pictures.

AT THE ZOO
Extend your studies by visiting the Butter�y Garden at Omaha’s Henry Doorly Zoo.  
The garden circles the Berniece Grewcock Butter�y and Insect Pavilion and is a great 
location to monitor butter�ies.  

BUTTERFLY MONITORING
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Butterfly Count Form

Monitor: _____________________________    Recorder: ________________________________________

School/Organization/Family:_______________________________________________________________

Teacher/Adult Name: ____________________   Teacher/Adult e-mail:_____________________________

Date (month, day, year): _________________________    County: _____________ State: ______

Collection Location Name (or nearest town): ____________________________________________

Latitude: ____________________________    Longitude: __________________________    (optional)

Habitat Type: ______________________________    Temperature (F°): ____________________________    

Sky (circle one): Clear Mostly Clear  Mostly Cloudy Overcast Fog

Wind (circle one):        Calm   Slight Wind   Moderate Wind         Windy

Start Time: __________________ a.m. or p.m.           Stop Time: __________________ a.m. or p.m.
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Butterfly

Eastern Tiger

Giant 

Zebra

Spicebush

Black

Pipevine 

Unknown (describe):

Additional:

Swallowtails

Whites & Sulphurs

Gossamer Wings

Brush-foots

Skippers

Cabbage White

Orange Sulphur

Clouded Sulphur

Unknown (describe):

Additional:

Eastern Tailed-Blue

Gray Hairstreak

Spring/Summer Azure

Unknown (describe):

Additional:

Regal Fritillary

Red Admiral

Monarch

Hackberry Emperor 

Painted Lady

Great Spangled Fritillary 

Unknown (describe):

Additional:

Tawny-Edged

Common Checkered 

Common Sootywing

Wild Indigo Duskwing

Least Skipper

Unknown (describe):

Additional:

 (# of Butter�ies)  (All Transects)
Count Total


