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BIOL 301 Plant Systematics    Black Hills State University (Fall 2016) 
 
Description: Principles of phylogeny, classification, nomenclature, and evolution; demonstrations, field 
study and laboratory practice in collecting, preserving, and identifying plants. Four credits (includes lab). 
 
Prerequisite:   BIOL 153 General Biology II 
 
Instructors: 

Justin Ramsey:   Jonas Science 168; ramsey.teaching@gmail.com; (605) 642-6616 
Tara Ramsey:  Jonas Science 168; ramsey.teaching@gmail.com; (605) 642-6616 

 
Office hours:  
 Mondays 4-5PM, Tuesdays noon-1PM, Thursdays noon-1PM, and Fridays 4-5PM 
 
Meeting times: 

Lectures:    Tuesdays: 8:00-10:50AM (Jonas 142) 
Labs:   Thursdays: 8:00-10:50AM (Jonas 142) 

 
Important course dates: 
 Census date (last day to drop without transcript entry):  1 September 2016 
 Last day to drop course with an automatic "W":  4 November 2016 
 IDEA surveys administered:  14 - 22 November 2016 
 Final Exam:  12 December 2016, 8:00 – 9:30 PM 
 
Course web site:  http://www.ramseylab.org/   (follow links under Teaching heading) 
 

The course website provides study guides, assignment descriptions, copies of the syllabus, PDFs 
of PowerPoint presentations, and photographs of plant species.  Please visit frequently! 
 

Course texts: 
Larson, G.E., and J.R. Johnson. 2007. Plants of the Black Hills and Bear Lodge Mountains, 2nd ed. 

South Dakota State University, College of Agriculture and Biological Sciences, Brookings. 
Evert, R.F., and S.E. Eichhorn. 2012. Biology of Plants, 8th ed. W. H. Freeman, New York. 

 
Instruction Methods:  Plant Systematics combines traditional lecture sessions with visits to natural 

habitats, hands-on exercises and assignments in the lab, and independent student projects. 
 
Course Goals:  This course seeks to make students proficient in the identification of flowering plants 

based on key characteristics and use of field guides and floras; knowledgeable about principles of 
plant evolution and systematics; capable of interpreting connections between plants and the natural 
environment; and understanding of historical relationships among vascular plant groups. 

 
Exams:  There will be three mid-term exams, on which you can expect multiple choice, true/false, 

matching, short answer, and short essay questions.  Each mid-term exam is worth 100 points. 
 
Quizzes:  There will be five quizzes given during field and lab sessions in September, October, and 

November; these quizzes focus on identification of plant species observed and described in prior class 
sessions.  A comprehensive identification quiz will be given in December.  Each mid-term quiz is 
worth 10 points while the final quiz is worth 50 points, for a total of 100 points. 
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Resources for Plant Identification:  Identification of plant taxa (species, genera, families) is a major 
focus of BIOL 301 – in total, students are expected to learn ~150 species in the Black Hills region as 
well as ~25 major plant families.  Detailed taxon descriptions will be provided during course sessions 
but additional resources are available to students.  First, an annotated species list will be distributed 
via the course website.  Second, images of representative pressed specimens for covered species will 
be posted on the course website.  Third, the course text (Larson & Johnson 2007) has text summaries 
and color photographs for almost all plant species covered in BIOL 301.  Finally, an assortment of 
published field guides and floras are available at the BHSU library.  Using aforementioned resources 
and info provided in class, students are asked to prepare the 'learning aids' described below. 

 
'Species Flashcards' and 'Family Characteristics' Materials:  Students will develop two aids in 

learning to identify plant taxa introduced in the course:  species flashcards (small- to mid-sized printed 
cards that effectively use photographs/drawings and written text to quiz oneself on species-level 
identifications) and family characteristic worksheet(s) (printed pages with flowcharts, tables, 
dichotomous keys and/or other organizational schemes to instruct oneself on plant family traits).  
Style and format of the aforementioned are flexible but the materials will be turned in late-semester 
(November 1) and graded for accuracy, comprehensiveness, and perceived utility of the materials.  
(Note that you may touch base with the instructors if you'd like feedback on designs for these learning 
aids!)  The flashcards and family trait sheets are worth 50 points each for a total of 100 points. 

 
Specimen Collections:  To develop skills in plant collecting and the preparation of herbarium materials, 

students are asked to submit ten pressed and mounted specimens of vascular plant species.  This year 
BIOL 301 will focus on collections of weedy and agricultural species from outside Lawrence County, 
with the goal of documenting the occurrence of 'exotic' plants in South Dakota (collections from other 
states, like WY and ND, are also welcomed).  Students will be provided with a plant press and taught 
methods for sampling and pressing plants during the first week of class so that high-quality materials 
may be collected during August and September, before the onset of winter.  Collections are worth 100 
points in total with 70 points assigned based on quality of specimen preparations, 20 points assigned 
based on the accuracy and formatting of specimen labels, and 10 points assigned based on the 
completeness of the field notebook that accompanies the submitted specimen collections. 

 
Grades:  Final grades are based on totals for three mid-term exams (300 points total), five mid-term and 

one comprehensive plant identification quizzes (100 points total), flashcards and family characteristics 
materials (100 points total), and pressed plant collection (100 points) for a total of 600 possible points.  
Grades will be assigned by traditional grading scale, in which students whose point total is >90% will 
receive an A, 80-89.9% = B, 70-79.9% = C, 60-69.9% = D, and less than 60% = F. 

 
Attendance:  Because of the integrative and hands-on nature of this course, and the frequent field trips, 

attendance is required for lecture and lab sessions.  Students will be permitted to make up graded work 
if an absence reflects serious illness or participation in university-sponsored activities, provided that 
reasonable prior notification has been provided to the instructor. 

 
Safety & Preparation for Field Sessions:  This course requires travel by vehicle to, and by foot within, 

local natural areas. Please come to field sessions with appropriate footwear (hiking shoes or boots 
with good tread) and clothing, including raingear and warm clothing (sweaters, long-underwear, etc.) 
as warranted.  Insect repellent and sunscreen may be useful for some field trips; students are also 
encouraged to bring water and snacks for all field sessions.  Be mindful of potential hazards in the 
field, including steep terrain, sinkholes, biting or stinging insects, toxic plants, and venomous snakes.  
Please warn the instructor if you have allergies or other conditions that may affect your safety! 
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Academic Dishonesty & Plagarism:  Per South Dakota Board of Regents and University policies, 
cheating and other forms of academic dishonesty run contrary to the purpose of higher education and 
will not be tolerated in this course.  Academic dishonesty includes (but is not limited to) plagiarism, 
copying answers or work done by another student (either on an exam or on out-of-class assignments), 
allowing another student to copy from you, and use of unauthorized materials during an exam.  
Academic dishonesty is a serious offence and could in failure on an assignment or course.  To the 
extent possible, all incidents will be resolved in discussions between the student and faculty member.  
As necessary, the chair and then the dean may become involved to resolve the issue.  If academic 
dishonesty is established, a report describing the incidence and its resolution will be filed in the 
offices of the dean and provost.  In cases where a satisfactory outcome is not achieved through this 
process, students may appeal to the University's Academic Appeals Committee. 

 
ADA Statement:  Reasonable accommodations, as arranged through the Disabilities Services 

Coordinator, will be provided students with documented disabilities.  Contact the BHSU Disabilities 
Services Coordinator, Jennifer Lucero, at 605-642-6099 (Woodburn 134), fax number 605-642-6095, 
or via email at Jennifer.Lucero@bhsu.edu for more information.  Additional information can also be 
found at http://www.bhsu.edu/StudentLife/Learning/ DisabilityServices/tabid/162/Default.aspx. 

 
Academic Freedom & Responsibility Statement:  Under Board of Regents and University policy, 

student academic performance may be evaluated solely on an academic basis, not on opinions or 
conduct in matters unrelated to academic standards.  Students should be free to take reasoned 
exception to the data or views offered in any course of study and to reserve judgment about matters of 
opinion, but they are responsible for learning the content of any course of study for which they are 
enrolled.  Students who believe that an academic evaluation reflects prejudiced or capricious 
consideration of student opinions or conduct unrelated to academic standards should contact the chair 
of the department in which the course is being taught to initiate a review of the evaluation. 

 
Course Schedule:  The approximate schedule of lab sessions is presented on the next page of the 

syllabus; note that the schedule is subject to change based on inclement weather, issues related to 
parking and site access, and school closings!  Scheduling information will be relayed to students 
during course sessions (e.g., during a Tuesday session for plans and via a class email list. 
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Week Tuesday session Thursday session 

1: Aug. 23 & 25 Course Introduction  
Plant Collecting Methods BHSU Campus 

2: Aug. 30 & Sept. 1 Thoen Stone Crow Peak Game Production Area 

3: Sept. 6 & 8 Spearfish Hatchery McNenny State Wildlife Area 

4: Sept. 13 & 15 Botany Bay Higgins Gulch 

5: Sept. 20 & 22 Lookout Mt. Belle Fourche Reservoir 

6: Sept. 27 & 29 Cement Ridge Big Hill 

7: Oct. 4 & 6 Jorgensen Park Exam 1 

8: Oct. 11 & 13 Plant Structure & Morphology I 
Practice with Taxonomic Keys 

Plant Structure & Morphology II 
Practice with Taxonomic Keys 

9: Oct. 18 & 20 Plant Families & Orders I Plant Families & Orders II 

10: Oct. 25 & 27 Plant Reproductive Biology Species & Speciation 

11: Nov. 1 & 3 Phylogeny Reconstruction Exam 2 

12: Nov. 8 & 10 Climate & Plant Distributions Plant Communities I 

13: Nov. 15 & 17 Plant Communities II Weeds & Biological Invasion 

14: Nov. 22 & 24 Herbarium Specimen Preparations Thanksgiving Holiday 

15: Nov. 29 & Dec. 1 Ethnobotany & Uses of Plants Rarity & Conservation 

16: Dec. 6  Land Use & Habitat Management  

 
Exam 3 will be held during the Final Exam Period on 12 December 2016 @ 8:00-9:30 AM. 


