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skills and quantitative literacy (Carey et al. 2020). Similarly, inte-
grating ecological forecasting into classrooms expands students’ 
understanding of complex ecological concepts (Moore et al. 2022). 
Challenge submissions are an ideal project for undergraduate and 
graduate students in courses and workshops. The rapid, iterative 
feedback inherent to the Challenge design inspires student engage-
ment and improvement –  submissions are evaluated daily as new 
submissions are accepted and as new data become available.

The Challenge can help transform ecology into a more pre-
dictive science while providing feedback to NEON that 
improves data generation and delivery. Forecasting is part of 
NEON’s mission, and the Challenge empowers the ecological 
forecasting community to lead the charge in accomplishing that 
mission. However, the Challenge extends well beyond NEON, 
engaging researchers who have not previously considered fore-
casting or who are seeking new data analysis and modeling 
approaches. It is a testing ground for developing novel forecast-
ing techniques that can be rapidly applied across broad envi-
ronmental gradients, with products and outcomes that have the 
potential to support decision making in environmental man-
agement and conservation. It fosters the creation of a more 
quantitative workforce and can be an inspiration and blueprint 
for other environmental observatory networks across the globe.

In 2021, we launched a beta round of the Challenge that 
resulted in 2516 forecast submissions contributed by 54 

different teams, ranging in composition from students to 
researchers at private companies. At that stage of the Challenge, 
contributions were critical to refining protocols and to identi-
fying needed software and educational materials. Today, the 
Challenge is fully operational and actively seeking contribu-
tions. If you are interested in becoming involved or learning 
more, see www.neon4 cast.org (Thomas et al. 2021). We aim for 
the Challenge to further enable new forecast innovations, pro-
vide valuable training, and spark broad engagement among 
ecologists.

The EFI- RCN is supported by NSF (DEB- 1926388) with  
computational support provided by NSF- funded Jetstream2 
(OAC- 2005506). NEON is a program sponsored by NSF and 
operated under cooperative agreement by Battelle. This material 
is based in part upon work supported by the NSF through NEON. 
Any use of trade, firm, or product names is for descriptive pur-
poses only and does not imply endorsement by the US 
Government.
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Additional, web-only material may be found in the online 
version of this article at http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
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Figure 1. The workflow of the National Ecological Observatory Network 

(NEON) Ecological Forecasting Challenge, hosted by the Ecological 

Forecasting Initiative. It includes automated steps that are run daily and 

non- automated steps that are coordinated by the research network.
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