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WILD 3800: Wildland Plants and Ecosystems 

Course Syllabus, Fall 2015 
 
This course is taught simultaneously at three USU campuses: the Logan Campus, Uintah Basin 
Campus, and USU Eastern Price Campus. The content and syllabus is the same for all campuses. 
 
COURSE FORMAT: 4 credits; two 75-minute class periods (Tuesday 1:30-2:45 pm, Thursday 
1:30-2:45 pm) and one 2 hour 45 minute lab (Tuesday 3:00-5:45 pm) each week. At the Logan 
Campus, Tuesday class and lab meet in NR 217 and Thursday lecture meets in Merrill Cazier 
Library 411. At the Uintah Basin Campus, class meets in Roosevelt in Room SC 177 and in 
Vernal in Room B110, and lab meets in Vernal in Room B 124. At the USU Eastern Price 
Campus, class meets in RV 125 and lab meets in RV 236. 
 
LOGAN CAMPUS INSTRUCTORS: 
 
Peter Adler, Associate Professor, Wildland Resources Department, BNR 278, 435-797-1021, 
peter.adler@usu.edu. Office hours: Wed. 1:30-3 or by appointment. 
 
UINTAH BASIN CAMPUS INSTRUCTOR: Sherel Goodrich, Volunteer (former Ecologist), 
Ashley National Forest, 355 N. Vernal Ave., Vernal, 435-828-9594, skg@ubtanet.com. 
Office hours by appointment. 
 
USU EASTERN PRICE CAMPUS INSTRUCTOR: Michael Ralphs, Adjunct Associate 
Professor, Wildland Resources Department, USU Eastern, Price, 435-770-4986 (best way to 
reach him), mhralphs@gmail.com. Office hours by appointment. 
 
LOGAN CAMPUS TEACHING ASSISTANT: Danielle Smull, daniellesmull@yahoo.com. 
Office hours by appointment. 
 
LOGAN CAMPUS UNDERGRADUATE TEACHING FELLOW: Garrett Billings, 
garrett.billings@aggiemail.usu.edu 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION: An introduction to the dominant plant species, disturbance regimes, 
and management challenges of the major ecosystems of western North America, with special 
focus on the Intermountain West. Approximately half of the course focuses on the autecology 
and identification of dominant woody, forb, grass, and grass-like species of these ecosystems, 
with identification based primarily on sight recognition of characteristic morphological features 
and limited use of plant keys. The other half of the course focuses on the interactions among 
abiotic factors, disturbances regimes, and native and non-native species that create biogeographic 
variation among ecosystems and challenges and opportunities for land managers. 
 
COURSE OBJECTIVES: 
1. To gain an understanding of the present and future challenges facing managers of terrestrial 
ecosystems in western North America, primarily grazing, fire, biological invasions, and climate 
change. 



2. To gain an understanding of the autecology, value, and uses of important forest and rangeland 
plants. 
3. To develop the ability to identify important plants found on wildlands in the 
Intermountain West and other regions, and classify them according to accepted botanical 
nomenclature. 
 
COURSE STRUCTURE: The course is divided into six sections: 1. Forests, 2. Cold deserts, 3. 
Wetland/riparian, 4. Central grasslands, and 5. Hot desert ecosystems, and then 6. Climate 
change. For each of the first 5 sections, you will learn 15-25 plant species (~84 species total for 
the semester). Each set of species will be introduced during selected Tuesday labs (see Course 
Schedule). Field trips will be used for studying live plants in their natural environments, while 
herbarium specimens will be used for species identification during regular lab periods. 
Autecology and community ecology will be presented and discussed during class periods.  
 
FIELD TRIPS: We will take three field trips in the Cache Valley area (for students at the Logan 
Campus) and the Uintah Basin and Price areas (for students at the Uintah Basin Campus and the 
USU Eastern Price Campus) during the regularly scheduled Tuesday class and lab periods:  
1) forest communities on 8 September, 2) sagebrush communities on 22 September, and 3) 
riparian, wet meadow and wetland communities on 13 October. 
 
READING MATERIALS: The required text for the course is: North American Wildland Plants: 
A Field Guide, 2nd Edition by J. Stubbendieck et al. (2011, University of Nebraska Press, 
Lincoln, NE). Information sheets will be available as electronic documents for those species that 
are not found in this textbook. If you want to better understand plant family characteristics, I 
highly recommend another book, Botany in a Day: The Patterns Method of Plant Identification 
by Thomas J. Elpel (2004, HOPS Press LLC, Silver Star, MT), which can be purchased at 
hopspress.com or amazon.com for $25.00. 
 
LAB/FIELD EQUIPMENT: You are responsible for supplying your own magnifying lens for 
viewing minute plant features in labs and on field trips. You should purchase a 10X to 20X lens. 
Several magnifying lenses are available online at Amazon.com – they are sold as “Jewler’s 
Loupes.” The USU Bookstore (Logan Campus) sells 10X lenses for $13.00 to $15.00. The 
bookstores at the Uintah Basin Campus and USU Eastern Campus can order lenses. 
 
CANVAS: All course materials will be placed on the CANVAS site for this course. They 
include: 1) the course syllabus; 2) Lecture slides and “video lectures”, 3) readings, 4) a list of all 
85 plant species organized by plant set; 5) information sheets for species not found in the 
textbook; 6) a summary of plant family and tribe characteristics; 7) derivations and meanings of 
scientific names for all 85 plant species: 8) images of all 85 plant species in the field and on 
herbarium mounts. 
 
STUDENT ASSESSMENT:  
 
1. Plant identification quizzes: You will be tested on the identification (ID) and autecology of 
plants that you have studied in lab and class periods. There will be 5 quizzes (ID only), each 
worth 30 points. Each ID quiz, and the ID portion of the final exam, will have 20 plants 



(herbarium specimens), with the exception of the first quiz which will have 14 plants. Successive 
quizzes (and the final exam) will be comprehensive, though the emphasis will be on species not 
yet tested; at least 12 of the 20 test plants will be from the most recent set studied in lab. You 
will take each ID quiz (and the ID portion of final exam) as an individual (70% of your score) 
and as a member of a small study group (30% of your score). You can drop your lowest ID quiz 
score (but not the ID portion of the final exam). Each test specimen on the ID quiz and the ID 
portion of the midterm and final exams will be scored for a maximum of 1.5 points as follows: 

Family (tribe for grasses) 0.5 pt. 
Genus 0.5 pt. 
Species 0.5 pt. 
Total 1.5 pts. 

There will be a 0.1-point deduction for every scientific name misspelled. 
 
2. Midterm essays: Two midterm exams (each 80 points) will consist of essay questions (no plant 
identification). The essays will integrate information about plant autecology and community and 
ecosystem ecology. The essay questions will be introduced as discussion topics during class 
sessions before the midterm. The exams will be “open book”. You will have an opportunity to 
revise your answers after receiving your grade. 
 
3. Final: The final exam will include both plant identification (30 points) and essay questions (80 
points)  that integrate information about plant autecology and community and ecosystem 
ecology.  The essay questions will be introduced as discussion topics during class sessions before 
the exam, and the exam will be open book. 
 
4. Study questions: To “encourage” you to cover material assigned out of class and in labs, we 
will post online study questions.  
 
LATE POLICY: If you miss a plant ID quiz, you cannot make it up. However, if you contact the 
TA at least a week ahead of time, you can reschedule. For each 24 hr period that an essay is late, 
you will lose 10% of the grade. Study questions must be completed on time, but your lowest four 
scores (including zeros) will be dropped. 
 
GRADING: 

POINTS  % OF GRADE 
ID quizzes (21 pts + 4 @ 30 pts. each)  141   34 
Midterm exam I (essays)    70  17 
Midterm exam II (essays)   70  17 
Final exam (ID and essays)    100   24 
Study questions    30  7 
Total       411  100 
Grades at the end of the course will be assigned as: A (93 to 100% of total possible points); A- 
(90 to 92.9%); B+ (87 to 89.9%); B (83 to 86.9%); B- (80 to 82.9%); C+ (77 to 79.9%); C (73 to 
76.9%); C- (70 to 72.9%); D (60 to 69.9%); and F (<59.9%). The official USU policy is, “For 
work in graded courses, A shall denote exceptional performance, B above average performance, 
C satisfactory performance, D poor performance, and F failing performance.”    
(http://www.usu.edu/policies/pdf/Grading.pdf).  

http://www.usu.edu/policies/pdf/Grading.pdf


COURSE SCHEDULE 
Date Module Topic Assignments due 
Sept. 1-Lecture 

Forests 
 

Biogeography and 
climate 

 

   Sept. 1-Lab Plant form, Forest plants 
(broadcast) 

 

Sept. 3-Lecture Disturbance regimes,  
adaptations to fire & frost 

Subalpine, Montane forest 
video lectures 

Sept.8-Lecture Field trip 1—Forests  
   Sept. 8-Lab Field trip 1—Forests  
Sept. 10-Lecture Fire and fuel treatments  Ponderosa pine and Boreal 

forest video lectures, 
Schoenagel reading 

Sept. 15-Lecture Fire and fuel treatments PJ video lecture 
   Sept. 15-Lab Review forest plants; 

Quiz 1– Forest plants 
Introduce next plant set 

 

Sept. 17-Lecture Managing carbon and 
water in forests 

Carbon sequestration reading 

Sept. 22-Lecture 

Cold deserts 
 

Field trip 2-Cold desert Sagebrush steppe video lectures 
   Sept. 22-Lab Field trip 2-Cold desert  
Sept. 24-Lecture Invasions Grass & fire cycle readings 
Sept. 29-Lecture Cold desert plant 

adaptations 
Salt desert video lecture 

   Sept. 29-Lab Cold deserts plants  
Oct. 1-Lecture State and transitions 

models 
State and transition readings  

Oct. 6-Lecture State & transition cont’d State and transition essay prep 
Oct. 6-Lab Quiz 2– Cold desert 

plants 
Introduce next plant set 

 

Oct. 8-Lecture 

Wetlands 
 

Wetlands  
Oct. 13-Lecture Field trip 3 - Wetlands Nilsson reading 
   Oct. 13-Lab Field trip 3 - Wetlands  
Oct. 15-Lecture NO CLASS—Friday 

schedule 
Riparian video lecture 

Oct. 20-Lecture Essay exam 1  
   Oct. 20-Lab Wetland plants  
Oct. 22-Lecture Riparian systems  
Oct. 27-Lecture 

Central 
grasslands 
 

Adaptations to herbivory Shortgrass video lecture 
   Oct. 27-Lab Quiz 3- Wetlands;  

Introduce next plant set 
 

Oct. 29-Lecture C & N cycling Mixed prairie video lecture; C 
reading 

Nov. 3-Lecture C3-C4-CAM Tallgrass video lecture 



   Nov. 3-Lab Prairie plants  
Nov. 5-Lecture Sagebrush vs. shortgrass Mack reading 
Nov. 10-Lecture 

Hot deserts 

Adaptations to drought  Hydrological cycle video 
lecture 

   Nov. 10-Lab Quiz 4 – Prairie plants; 
Introduce next plant set 

 

Nov. 12-Lecture Desert biodiversity 
 

Mojave and Sonoran video 
lectures 

Nov. 17-Lecture Woody encroachment Van Auken reading, 
Chihuahuan desert video lecture 

   Nov. 17-Lab Hot desert plants  
Nov. 19-Lecture Essay exam 2  
Nov. 24-Lecture 

Climate 
change 

 

Climate change 
background 

 

   Nov. 24-Lab Quiz 5 – Hot desert 
plants 

 

Nov. 26-Lecture NO CLASS—
Thanksgiving 
 
 

 

Dec. 1-Lecture Climate change, 
invasions, disturbance 

Tundra video lecture; Logan et 
al. 2003 

   Dec. 1-Lab (broadcast)  
Dec. 3-Lecture Climate change 

feedbacks & policy 
Westerling et al. 2006 

Dec. 8-Lecture Climate change 
vulnerability assessment 

VA reading 

   Dec. 8-Lab (broadcast) ; plant ID 
Jeopardy! 

 

Dec. 10-Lecture Synthesis Worst threats?  
Dec. 15  Final exam  

 
 
 
   


