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For homeowners across central Appalachia, watching the seasons unfold isn’t just pleasant—it’s 
practical. Paying attention to nature’s signals can help you decide when to tackle lawn and 
garden chores far better than relying on dates on a calendar. This practice is known as 
phenology, the study of seasonal biological events such as leaf-out, flowering, and insect 
activity, and how they line up with weather and temperature. In everyday terms, phenology is 
about listening to the land and letting plants, trees, and even weeds tell you when it’s time to act. 
Rather than fighting nature, you’re partnering with it. 
 
Phenology has guided planting and land care for centuries, long before weather apps and soil 
thermometers existed. Farmers and gardeners noticed repeating patterns and passed them along 
as sayings that still circulate today. One of the best-known is to “plant when oak leaves are the 
size of a squirrel’s ear.” It may sound folksy, but it reflects real environmental conditions. When 
oak leaves reach that size, soil temperatures are usually warm enough for many seeds to 
germinate safely and the risk of hard frost has passed.  
 
Another classic example familiar to many homeowners is forsythia. Those bright yellow blooms 
that light up early spring aren’t just cheerful—they’re informative. When forsythia begins to 
bloom, it’s a strong signal that soil temperatures are rising into the range where crabgrass seeds 
are preparing to germinate. That’s why extension specialists commonly recommend applying 
crabgrass pre-emergent herbicides when forsythia is in bloom. The timing matters. Apply too 
early and the barrier may break down before crabgrass emerges. Apply too late and the weed is 
already established. Forsythia acts as a natural reminder that the ground is warming and it’s time 
to act. 
 
Phenology can guide far more than weed control. Garden planting decisions become easier when 
you start noticing what’s happening around you. Cool-season vegetables like peas, lettuce, and 
spinach often do well once early spring flowers have bloomed and leaf buds are opening on 
trees. Warm-season plants such as tomatoes and peppers are better off waiting until the 
landscape shows signs of sustained warmth, like fuller leaf-out on oaks or blooming irises and 
daylilies. These signs reflect soil temperatures and night-time lows that young plants actually 
experience, not just what the date suggests should be happening. 
 
Shrubs and trees offer cues for pruning and maintenance as well. Waiting until after forsythia 
blooms to prune many flowering shrubs helps avoid cutting off next year’s buds. Watching when 
maples and oaks leaf out can help you time fertilizing and mulching so plants can immediately 
use the nutrients you provide. Instead of guessing, you’re responding to what the plants are 
already telling you they’re ready for. 
 
Phenology is also useful for anticipating insects and diseases. Many pests emerge or become 
active based on accumulated warmth rather than a specific date. Scientists often track this using 
growing degree days, a measure of heat accumulation over time. While homeowners don’t need 
to do the math themselves, local extension tools can estimate growing degree days by zip code 
and connect them to pest activity. Combined with simple observation—such as noticing when 



certain plants bloom or when leaves fully expand—this information can help you time treatments 
more effectively and reduce unnecessary applications. 
 
One of the most rewarding parts of phenology is how it changes your relationship with your 
yard. Keeping a simple seasonal notebook or even mental notes of when things bloom, leaf out, 
or drop their leaves turns routine chores into a conversation with the landscape. Over time, 
patterns emerge. You may notice that crabgrass pressure increases after certain spring 
milestones, or that your garden thrives when planting waits for specific cues. These observations 
build confidence and reduce frustration because your actions are grounded in what’s actually 
happening, not what “should” be happening. 
 
There’s also something deeply satisfying about working with nature instead of trying to force it 
into a schedule. Phenology encourages patience and attentiveness. It reminds us that the earth is 
constantly giving feedback, if we’re willing to watch and listen. Forsythia blooming, oak leaves 
unfurling, birds returning, and insects stirring are all part of a shared seasonal rhythm. When 
homeowners tune into those rhythms, lawns and gardens often become healthier, more resilient, 
and easier to manage. 
 
In a time when seasons feel less predictable than they once did, phenology offers a simple, 
grounded approach. By letting plants and landscapes guide your decisions—whether it’s 
applying crabgrass control, planting vegetables, or pruning shrubs—you’re partnering with the 
natural world right outside your door. Your yard becomes both a guide and a teacher, quietly 
signaling when it’s time to act, and reminding you that good gardening often starts with paying 
attention. Until next time, keep “workin’ th’ dirt!” 
 
Resources 
“Phenology,” https://hort.extension.wisc.edu/articles/phenology/  
 
“Timing crabgrass preemergence applications in spring,” 
https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/timing_crabgrass_pre_emergence_applications  
 
“Phenology and Degree Days,” https://mastergardener.extension.wisc.edu/articles/phenology-
and-degree-days/  
 
How do I ask a question? 
If you have a question for the Master Gardeners, submit them to us on our website 
at www.netmga.net. Click the link at the top of the page, “ASK A MASTER GARDENER” to 
send in your question. Questions that are not answered in this column will receive a 
response from a Master Gardener to the contact information you provide. 
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