
General Crop Scouting Tips



Introduction
• Warren Pierson

• Background

• Iowa State University

– BS Agronomy 2010

– MS Crop Production 

and Physiology 2013

– Field Extension 

Education lab



Why do we scout fields?
– In-season management 

decisions

• Pest management 
(Weeds, insects, and 
disease)

– Potential reduction in pesticides 

• Crop management issues
– Replanting

– Fertility

– Chemical issues

– Noting issues for the future



• What healthy plants look 

like

• Find healthy plants to 

compare to those that 

don’t look normal

• What you don’t know!

– Be ok with saying ”I don’t 

know”

– Ask questions

Most important things to know? 



What do we do while scouting? 

• Crop staging 

– Check for proper development 

and for pesticide applications.

• Pest identification and diagnosis 

of problems. 

– Pest density

– Pest damage

• Record keeping

• Check plant 

populations and look 

at the plants for crop 

health.

• It’s critical to know 

what a healthy plant 

is to know when 

something is wrong



Introduce yourself to the person that you’re 

scouting for

Find out the best way to communicate with 

them

Verbal, email, scouting application, 

phone call, written down and left 

somewhere.

Ask them to let you know when they apply 

pesticides 

REI (re-entry interval)

Follow up with them from time-to-time

Get to know their personality

Communication is critical



Safety + info to gather
• Safety:

– Sunscreen

– Water – take a lot

– Heat

– Re-Entry Intervals (REI)

– Severe weather – pay 
attention, there are plenty of 
apps

– Height of corn – you can get 
lost

• Information about the fields 

– Directions to the field and maps of 
the field

– Hybrid/varieties (helpful for pest 
information)

– Cropping system history

– Equipment sizes

• Tillage

• Pesticide application

• Fertility application



• Tools

– Field guides and reference information (could be an app)

• Advisor (agronomist) you trust and understand

– Tape measure (100 ft is useful) + stake 

– Trowel/spade

– Seed depth finder

– Hand lens (phone camera lens)

– Pocket knife

– GPS – if not smartphone to drop points. 

– Sweep net

– Soil probe + bucket – sample bags

– Stakes or flags to come back to

– Sample bags/sample vials

– Phone charger 

– First aid kit

– Cooler

What to take to the field?



• Find an area high on the landscape 
to get a big picture view of the field

– Note issues and look for them in 
the field

– Look for patterns

• Scattered?

• Corresponding to equipment 
passes?

• Avoid the outside 100 ft of field

Get a view of the big picture



Check the little picture (individual plants)

• Above ground

• Below ground 

– Trowel/spade

• Inside

–
– Knife 

– (hawkbill)



• Follow a zig-zag or M pattern through the 

field

• Stop every 5 acres to make notes

• Randomly select areas for stand counts 

and observations

– Toss something in the air and use 
where it lands

• Scout areas of field separately if:

– Larger than 50- 80 acres

– Different hybrid/variety, field history or 

crop management

Scouting the field



Possible Patterns: borrowed from 

Adam Sisson

Random

Aggregated



Slope

Aggregated

Aggregated

© Marlin E. Rice

Possible Patterns: borrowed from Adam Sisson patterns



Equipment can often 
cause patterns that are 
repeated across fields, 
or are obviously related 
to machinery.

For example, not 
cleaning out a sprayer 
properly or spray 
overlap every time the 
booms overlapped, etc.

Possible Patterns: borrowed from Adam Sisson patterns



When to look for what? 

• Field guides

– Pest lifecycles 

– Likely discussed more in later presentations

• Previous history and hybrid/variety information

– useful to target scouting

• ICM news website (https://crops.extension.iastate.edu/) 

• Social media (Twitter) 

• Trusted advisor 

– Agronomist you can trust and ask questions 

https://crops.extension.iastate.edu/


Corn Diseases  

VE

Seedling blight Common rust
Eyespot

Holcus leaf spot, Tar spot

Physoderma brown spot

Stewarts wilt
Anthracnose leaf 

blight

Grey leaf spot
Goss’s leaf blight

Goss’s wilt

V4 V8 V12 V16 VT

Timeline of disease development in Iowa



Using a Crop Insect Pest Scouting Calendar 

Brian Lang



Degree Days for Crops & Common Insect Pests

Brian Lang





Warren Pierson

wpierson@iastate.edu

515-509-8308

Thank You!

This institution is an equal opportunity provider. For the full non-discrimination statement or accommodation inquiries, go to 

www.extension.iastate.edu/diversity/ext.   

http://www.extension.iastate.edu/diversity/ext
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