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Citizen science in practice:  connections

The OU 
Leader in higher education - global reach; 
Accessible , new & emerging technologies 
including online citizen science
Citizen science practice connections with: 

Research
Biological recording 
Monitoring, classifying, collecting & analysing 
data
Technologies for citizen observatories
Citizen inquiry

Teaching and learning
Formal & informal teaching & learning 
opportunities i.e. modules, OpenLearn etc
Practical science online i.e. OpenScience 
Laboratory
Contributes to science field work

Engagement, participation & outreach
Participation on web-based platforms
Face-to-face and online events and activities
TV and radio OU/BBC collaborations, 
resources,  media & comms
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OU citizen science student ‘volunteers’: 1970s -
The early days… 



4

Co-designing Citizen Observatories Services for the European Open Science Cloud: a 
European project to boost citizen science technologies: https://cos4cloud-eosc.eu/

DECIDE: Recording nature where it matters: www.ceh.ac.uk/our-science/projects/decide

Cross pollinating ideas, methods and  
technologies for pollinator citizen
science: https://xpollination.org

Citizen Science  & Artificial Intelligence Research Group: https://citsci.kmi.open.ac.uk/

Your place to share nature: www.iSpotnature.org

The monster map of trees: www.Treezilla.org

Sensory Explorations of Nature 
in School Environments: 
https://sensescience.org 

Engaging Environments: UK-wide initiative - equitable co-
inquiry between diverse communities & environmental scientists:
https://linktr.ee/NERC_ENGAGING_ENVIRONMENTS
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Walking the Walk: making environmental 
science more diverse, equitable and inclusive  
https://bit.ly/Walking_the_walk

New ways of mapping, predicting, and communicating social 
& cultural values of trees supporting management of UK Treescapes: 
https://www.valueoftrees.co.uk/ and  www.uktreescapes.org/projects/branching-out/

Citizen science platforms and projects snapshot

https://cos4cloud-eosc.eu/
https://www.ceh.ac.uk/our-science/projects/decide
https://xpollination.org/
https://citsci.kmi.open.ac.uk/
http://www.ispotnature.org/
http://www.treezilla.org/
https://linktr.ee/NERC_ENGAGING_ENVIRONMENTS
https://bit.ly/Walking_the_walk
https://www.valueoftrees.co.uk/
http://www.uktreescapes.org/projects/branching-out/
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About citizen science and volunteers
Citizen science … 

…means the participation of the public in science and research. It is an open and 
inclusive approach, with key characteristics including: (1) citizens are actively 
involved in research; and (2) there is a genuine science outcome, such as new 
scientific knowledge, conservation action or policy change.
The term ‘citizen science’, however, is broad and always changing….

European Citizen Science Association (ECSA) FAQs 
https://www.ecsa.ngo/faqs/)

Volunteers in citizen science…
 Are crucial and can play different roles giving their time in a range of 

ways contributing to scientific research, data collection, monitoring or 
analysis. 

 Can be involved in a wide range of projects in subjects such as 
biodiversity, astronomy, medicine, climate change, invasive species, 
conservation, ecological restoration, monitoring water quality and 
studying population ecology, to name just a few!

https://www.ecsa.ngo/faqs/
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What motivates volunteers in citizen science?
Possible factors that might motivate participation and involvement  in citizen science*: 

 Think about your own interest in and experience of science, what would you say motivates your 
interest? 
What do you think motivates the volunteers in your project?

*Adapted from.: Geoghegan, H., et al. (2016) Understanding motivations for citizen science, UKEOF.

Motivating Factor % of Responses
Helping wildlife 52%

Contributing to scientific knowledge 29%
Helping at a specific place, site or area 6%
Learning new things 3%
Being with others who wanted to do it (family, friends, teacher, etc. 3%
Spending time outdoors 2%
Sharing my knowledge or expertise 2%
Other reasons 2%
Furthering my career 1%
Getting exercise 1%
Meeting people or for fun 0
Developing new skills 0
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Motivation can simply be curiosity or helping others!
The story of Katie, a moth and iSpot

In October 2009, six-year-old Katie Dobbins who lives just outside London, 
England, saw an unusual furry moth on her windowsill. Curious to find out what 
it was, she showed it to her dad, who helped her to take a photo and posted 
the observation on the then-new citizen science platform 
www.iSpotnature.org. 

Within 24 hours, the iSpot online community confirmed it to be the euonymous
leaf notcher, a species never previously seen in the UK.

This example of citizen science demonstrates its power. It enables anyone to 
participate, make discoveries and contribute to scientific knowledge, while at 
the same time being able to engage with and learn about science. 

Citizen science and global biodiversity, free Badged Open Course (BoC) OpenLearn, The Open University, 
www.open.ac.uk/citizen-science-and-global-biodiversity .

©Get Reading

http://www.open.ac.uk/citizen-science-and-global-biodiversity
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iSpot citizen science:  learning, belonging & recognition
iSpotnature.org - your place to share nature
Scale: UK / Global      
Timeline: launched 2009 – ongoing 
History: part of OPAL UK-wide project(2007-2019) 
enabled public to explore nature
Aims:

• Lower barriers to ID – build ID skills 
• Make nature accessible / open to all 
• Support new generation of naturalists
• Biological data recording

Free, easy to use; integrated features and tools
Online community; novices, experts etc
Upload a wildlife photo and the community helps to 
identify it

Letter of support: September, 2011

Discoveries: Euonymus Leaf Notcher, October 2009

“The winner takes 
maximum advantage of 

what the internet 
uniquely affords users -

being both 
participatory and 
collaborative. The 

judges loved the user 
generated content -

and the fact that users 
are able to take an 

active role in the 
curation and validation 

of the content… .”

ARKive New 
Media Panda Award, 

Wldscreen , 
October 2010
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iSpot: your place share nature
www.iSpotnature.org

http://www.ispotnature.org/
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Participation and learning
Add observations, get help or ID others 
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‘Expert’ support from 
Recording schemes and 
societies

iSpot community 
supported learning
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Ordinal observation number 

407 Observers
20,350 Observations

“By focusing on learning, iSpot not only helps participants generate 
valid scientific observations, but it also trains them to become the 
biological recorders on whom future data collection will depend.”

iSpot helps people learn

Silvertown, J., Harvey, M., Greenwood, R., Dodd, M., Rosewell, J., Rebelo, T., Ansine, J., McConway, K. (2015). Crowdsourcing the 
identification of organisms: A case-study of iSpot. ZooKeys, (480), 125 (https://zookeys.pensoft.net/article/4633/ ). 
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.

I   Engagement, participation and learning curve 

https://zookeys.pensoft.net/article/4633/
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Belonging through personalised experiences
Comments, Identifications and Agreements

A social network for biodiversity: one 
UK participant 
Connections between the locations of 
the hundreds of comments, 
agreements and likely IDs given 
Demonstrates how iSpot works: 
making connections, sharing 
knowledge and expertise to identify 
species 

Key:
Comments (yellow)
Agreements (blue)

Likely IDs (red) *Excludes the user’s own observations
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Belonging as part of a global social network 
Blue dots observations 
Red lines from the identifier location to the observation 

Data: March 2025

> 84,000 registered users
> 890,000 observations
> 1.8 million images posted from 180 countries
> 2.4 million agreements
> 43,000 biological species observed
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Belonging through engagement and outreach 
Citizens, groups and communities

Participatory tools and features: iSpot quizzes, projects, showcases
Biological recording groups & societies (<200 on iSpot)
UK-wide face to face public engagement
Hundreds of universities, primary and secondary schools, community groups etc
Comms / media and OU/BBC collaborations i.e. Savng Species, Wild Isles, Spring 
Watch

Publications,  studies, reports, papers, etc
Partner: UK State of Nature Reports  
iSpot in policy documents i.e.  Houses of Parliament POSTNote Environmental 

Citizen Science (2014); Defra Environment White Paper The Natural Choice: 
Securing the Value of Nature (2011)
iSpot in the UKRI public engagement strategy. 
Papers referencing iSpot, the team has published others

©OPAL Explore Nature
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Recognition through participation rewards 
User ‘reputation’
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Biology of Survival (S295): 2014 - 2025

OpenLearn:
www.open.ac.uk/citizen-science-and-global-biodiversity

Recognition through formal & informal learning
BOC: Citizen science & Global Biodiversity

Two student activities using iSpot (features project tool):
Bioblitz activity (October)
Pollination study (March – April)

 Anyone can participate, contribute, 
identify and record wildlife, as a 
citizen scientist!

“There are some areas that are worthy of commendation. The iSpot 
activity is an innovative part of the curriculum enabling students to 

have interaction with experts. Thus early in the course the wider 
internet community of biologists is identified and drawn upon.”                          

S295 External Examiner, 2016 Report

http://www.open.ac.uk/citizen-science-and-global-biodiversity
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Contact and further Information:
Email: janice.ansine1@open.ac.uk / iSpot : iSpot@open.ac.uk

Links:
OU Profile: https://profiles.open.ac.uk/janice-ansine
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/janiceansine

iSpot website: https://www.ispotnature.org
CS&AI Research Group: https://citsci.kmi.open.ac.uk
ISpot Linktree page: https://linktr.ee/iSpotnature_citizen.science

THANK YOU!!!! Q&A

Motivating volunteers / participants through learning, a 
sense of belonging & recognition. 
Features:  
 Participatory learning design 
 Interactivity:  social networks and rewards
 Innovative technology: tools & features 
 Educational  resource supporting teaching & learning 

your place to share nature

mailto:janice.ansine@open.ac.uk
mailto:iSpot@open.ac.uk
https://profiles.open.ac.uk/janice-ansine
https://www.linkedin.com/in/janiceansine
https://www.ispotnature.org/
https://citsci.kmi.open.ac.uk/
https://linktr.ee/iSpotnature_citizen.science
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