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We have developed a checklist (Appendix 1) of knowledge that a trainee needs to become a 
competent bander, and incorporated it into a useful reference tool for both the trainee and instructor.      
 
The banders' merit badge system was implemented by the Redwood Sciences Laboratory, Klamath 
Bird Observatory, Humboldt Bay Bird Observatory and members of the Klamath Demographic 
Network in 2002 in order to continue the improvement of our landbird monitoring techniques 
training and information exchange.  We have based the checklist, in large part, on the North 
American Banding Council (NABC) requirements for Bander level certification.  In doing so we 
encouraged new trainees to undertake the certification by providing them clear objectives to achieve 
certification.  At the end of successful completion, the trainee was awarded a patch, or “merit 
badge” (Figure 1).    
 
A primary bander (a.k.a. Bander-in-charge) should have all of these 65 skills outlined in the 
checklist, and be able to instruct interns and volunteers in all procedures. As the trainee completes 
each of the 65 items, the trainee (first two columns) or trainer (last column) initials and dates one of 
the three columns as to if the item has been (1) introduced, (2) instructed, or (3) passed, as follows:  
 
1. Introducing the material involves a couple of minutes showing the trainee where the information 
can be found as written material, and giving a brief introduction on its importance.  The trainee then 
puts in the trainer’s initials and the date in the first column.  
 
2. Instruction proceeds after the trainee has read the material, when the trainer gives detailed 
examples and demonstrations to the trainee on the material.  This will usually take five to ten 
minutes per skill, but can be longer if it is complex subject.  The trainee puts in the trainer’s initials 
and date in the second column.   
 
3. Passed - when the trainee feels that he or she has mastered the material, then the trainer reviews it 
with the trainee.  Again, this should take about five to fifteen minutes, with a few exceptions (noted 
below with an asterisk [*]), which may require multiple observations.  The trainer then puts his or 
her initials and the date in the third column.  Note that the trainer is the primary bander in charge 
and does not have to be a NABC certified Trainer.  
       
The objective of the merit badge system is to organize the required skills and materials needed by 
new bird banders, or those preparing for the NABC certification, into set tasks that can be practiced 
until mastered to the satisfaction of a trainer.  Advantages over the traditional opportunistic 
approach to training are many; 
 
$  trainers have an organized method of tracking progress of individual trainees and the reference 

materials that they need to study;  
$ trainees and trainers can focus their attention on those skills or materials where they need 

improvement; 
$ multiple trainers can easily assess the status of trainees with a quick review of the checklist; 

 without the checklist trainees tend to forget to study material/work on skills until they 



encounter a need for them during banding (when speed and safety are at a premium). 
 
SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPLEMENTATION 
 
• The merit badge checklist outlined below should be tailored to reflect the materials and skills 

unique to each station (e.g. station management procedures, target species data, etc.).   
• It is important to find a method to incorporate the review of the checklist into each day’s 

operation of the station.  For instance, when trainees arrive in the morning, they should have the 
checklists placed out for review or handed to the trainer.  Then, when there is a lull in activity 
the trainer can easily review the checklist and look for opportunities to evaluate a task.  
However, it should be stressed to trainees that it is their responsibility to point out the 
opportunities to evaluate each task as the opportunities arise, and it is their responsibility to 
initial and date the first two sets of columns.   

• We suggest the checklist be attached to the first few pages of a field notebook so that trainees 
will have them readily available and have a place to write down notes about during training.   

• Another useful tool in implementation is to set a date for the completion of the checklist and 
awarding of the merit badge.  Although the end of a season, internship or workshop can act as a 
firm deadline for completion of the merit badge, it may be preferable to set a reasonable date 
close enough in the future to motivate individuals to complete the checklist.   In our first year of 
implementation it took our full-time trainees about 2-4 weeks to complete the checklist.   
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Figure1.  Bander’s Merit Badge  
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