
Using Your Volunteer Monitoring 
Data 
and

Other Ways to Make Your Program
Successful

2nd Annual MiCorps Conference
October 3, 2006



• Jo Latimore
MiCorps Support Staff
Huron River Watershed Council

• Joan Martin
MiCorps Support Staff
Huron River Watershed Council

• Mike Wiley
Professor of Natural Resources
School of Natural Resources and Environment
University of Michigan



Topics

• Summarizing and illustrating your data

• Communicating your message

• Moving from data collection to data use



What kind of analysis can be done 
with MiCorps stream data?

• Stream Quality Score
• Trends

– In Stream Quality Score
– In particular groups of invertebrates
– In habitat parameters

• Relationships
– Between physical and biological variables



What kind of analysis can be done 
with MiCorps lake data?

• Carlson Trophic Index
• Trends

– In Carlson Trophic Index
– In water quality parameters
– In physical parameters

• Relationships
– Between physical and chemical variables



Graphic Display of Data
• Often useful to create summary tables first, so 

you can look for broad trends
• Graphs are even more meaningful to the eye
• Plot independent versus dependent variables

– Independent, like time or site, on X (horizontal) axis
– Dependent, like temperature or number of bugs, on Y 

(vertical) axis
• Examples

– Compare Stream Quality Scores of two sites
– Trends at one site over time



Huron River vs. Entire Watershed
Fall 2005
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Bar Graphs
For comparing discrete data points across space or 
time



River Water Temperature
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Line Graphs
For continuous data or comparing trends in two variables



Caddisfly Fauna of the Huron River

Leptoceridae, 27%

Hydroptilidae, 19%

Hydropsychidae, 
44%

Brachycentridae, 
10%

Pie Charts
For illustrating percentages



Graphic presentations of data



Fish Collections
Red Cedar River Tributaries
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Topics

• Summarizing and illustrating your data

• Communicating your message

• Moving from data collection to data use



It’s never too early to begin thinking 
about data presentation…

• When you are designing your monitoring 
program, think about:
– Your central message
– Your target audience
– How (you hope) they will use your data
– How best to deliver the data to them, to get 

the desired action



Huron River Watershed Council’s 
Creek Reports

• Message:  
– Major threats include widespread development and 

individual behaviors
• Audience:

– Volunteers, decision makers, community members
• Desired action:

– Better site design, zoning protections, creek-friendly 
behavior

• Delivery vehicle:
– An engaging, informative report that people will read



The Substance of the Creek 
Reports

• Explanation of study methods
• Monitoring data and interpretation
• Identification of problems
• Conclusions pointing to protective actions
• Includes things the reader can do



What Makes Them Engaging?

• LOTS of  pictures!
– To convey results
– Illustrations of the creek and its features
– Maps

• Sidebars to explain key concepts
• Fun and interesting facts and history



What Makes Them Effective?

• Presentation of the creek as a valuable 
community resource

• Reader-friendly format
• Straightforward explanations of the health 

of the creek, and how it can be protected 
at individual, local, and regional levels



Tips for Written Materials
• Plan before diving in

– Focus on your message
– Target audience
– Something to get attention
– Consider the layout

• Proofread
– Have OTHER people edit it, including members of the intended 

audience and people who know nothing about the ideas of 
caring for waterbodies, as well as experts. 

• Grammar
• Use active voice

– “Our volunteers collected bugs.”
– NOT “Bugs were collected.”
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From Data Collection to 
Management Action:

Lessons Learned
1. Build recognition
2. Produce defensible data
3. Report clearly
4. Be active, but cautious



Build Recognition

– Work with the media before and after your 
events

– Provide pictures
– Have a clear message regarding what you 

are doing, and WHY



Produce Defensible Data
• Have a strong Quality Assurance Project Plan 

(QAPP)
– Ensure volunteers can find the sampling sites
– Keep your bug samples
– Trustworthy sample analysis
– Have a plan to deal with problems



Report Clearly

• Actively share your findings
• Encourage volunteers to do so, too

• Enlist as many volunteers as possible to promote 
the findings and talk to people about the need to 
attend to the water system. 

• How to train them? One way is to use the leader 
role, giving people information to tell the rest of the 
team about while out monitoring. 

• Present results clearly and concisely
• Focus reporting towards a water resource goal





Be Active, But Cautious

• Collect plenty of data
• Actively share your findings

…BUT
• Don’t jump to hasty conclusions!


