
Using AskNature: 
A guide for Youth Design Challenge coaches 

AskNature.org is the Biomimicry Institute’s catalog of biological information organized  
by function. It features over 1600 records explaining how nature works, described 
through written summaries, images, and excerpts and links from published research.  
AskNature also contains over 200 examples of innovations inspired by nature. 

Questions? Contact the YDC Program Manager,  youthchallenge@biomimicry.org . 
Technical difficulties? Request support at  asknature.org/contact  

Before diving into AskNature—try going outside! 
● We suggest encouraging your students to observe natural models on their own,

if possible, before diving deeply into AskNature or other online resources. This
can help students hone their observation and inquiry skills and avoid relying on
existing research before they’ve had a chance to think on their own. Students
can observe organisms and ask questions about them in outdoor parks,
backyards, natural history museums, and nature centers.

● While investigating during the early stages of the biomimicry design process,
students can practice some of the elements of scientific inquiry :1

○ Observing: looking at structures, shapes, colors, textures, behaviors,
interactions between organisms and other living or non-living things.

○ Asking questions: what do observed features or behaviors appear to be
achieving? This can help students think about function.

○ Forming hypotheses: writing down a statement and/or creating a drawing
that summarizes what function you think a particular feature or behavior
might be achieving and how it’s achieving that function.

1 https://undsci.berkeley.edu/article/scienceflowchart 
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Using AskNature in the Youth Design Challenge 

The list below describes a number of ways you might use AskNature during the Youth  
Design Challenge. The suggestions are categorized into three groups: Browse,  
Research , and Create & Share.  

Students in upper grades may find it helpful to navigate through AskNature  
themselves, if they have access to an internet-connected device. For younger students,  
coaches may want to find relevant materials on AskNature using the approaches below  
and present select material to their students. 

BROWSE ASKNATURE 
See how function is connected to biological phenomena and nature-inspired designs on  
AskNature, and help students think about function. 

Browse themed Collections 
● AskNature’s Featured Collections contain examples of biological phenomena

(what we call Biological Strategies) related to a theme, such as water, waste, or
transportation. Some Collections also feature nature-inspired innovations and
educational resources.

● Benefits: Each collection encompasses many different functions, and students
might see how a general challenge theme can have many relevant functions.

Browse existing nature-inspired innovations 
● Inspired Idea pages on AskNature describe existing innovations that have been

inspired by nature. 
● Benefits: Examples of nature-inspired designs and the biological phenomena

that inspire them can help students see how function connects biology and
design.

Browse/use the Biomimicry Taxonomy 
● The Taxonomy was created by the Biomimicry Institute and contains function

terms that can apply to biology and design. All of AskNature’s content on
biological phenomena and nature-inspired innovations are organized according
to the Taxonomy.

● Benefits: Seeing example terms in the Taxonomy can help students that are
getting stuck thinking of their own function terms.
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You can browse AskNature directly using the Taxonomy by scrolling down
the  homepage and clicking on any of the eight high-level function groups 

listed.  

You can also download and print the full  
Biomimicry Taxonomy, along with an  
explanatory guide, here.  
*Please log into the YDC website first. 
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RESEARCH ASKNATURE 
Search for content that supports or expands students’ own observations, hypotheses, and  
discovery process. 

Search for Biological Strategies that support students’ hypotheses about how 
nature  works. 

● After students have developed their own hypotheses about how nature works
through independent observation, use the AskNature search bar or navigate
through the Biomimicry Taxonomy to find relevant Biological Strategy pages
that describe how nature works.

● Benefits: Students can find existing research that supports their hypotheses, or
learn that their initial hypotheses aren’t supported.

Explore different Biological Strategies that living things use to achieve the same 
function. 

● After students have identified a function (or set of functions) and spent time
discovering biological models on their own, they can explore all the Biological
Strategies that are tagged with that function on AskNature.

● Benefits: Expose students to strategies and biological models that they wouldn’t
encounter in their own observations (e.g., from different geographic regions,
microscopic features, internal features).

You can find each Biological Strategy’s function(s) in the green bar under the title. 
Clicking on a function will lead to a list of other records also tagged with that function. 
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CREATE & SHARE ON ASKNATURE 
Turn your and your students’ research and ideas into shared content on AskNature. 

Create a Collection for your class or team 
● If a team found particular records on AskNature helpful (Biological Strategies,

Inspired Idea pages, or educational Resources), create a Collection of
‘Favorites’.

● Benefits: Easy access to helpful records for members of a team, while also
sharing records they found helpful with a broader community of other design
challenge teams and AskNature users.

You can add a record to a Collection by clicking on the bookmark icon at the top right 
of the page. 

Share how you are using AskNature! 
● Please let us know how you’re using AskNature and what your successes and

challenges have been. Your feedback will help us improve the platform.
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