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BIOL 461 Agrostology     Black Hills State University (Spring 2017) 
 
Description: Principles of phylogeny, classification, nomenclature, and evolution; demonstrations, field 
study and laboratory practice in collecting and identifying grasses.  Three 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 
Mark Gabel  Jonas Basement 011; mark.gabel@bhsu.edu; (605) 642-6251 

 
Office hours:  
 Mondays 5-6 PM, Tuesdays 5-6 PM, Wednesdays 4-5 PM, and Thursdays 5-6 PM 
 
Meeting times: 

Lectures:    Mondays: 2:00-4:50 PM (Jonas Science 143) 
Labs:   Wednesdays: 2:00-3:50 PM (Jonas Science 143) 

 
Important course dates: 
 Census date (last day to drop without transcript entry):   18 January 2017 
 Last day to drop course with an automatic "W":   4 April 2017 
 IDEA surveys administered:   10 – 18 April 2017 
 Final Exam:   3 May 2017, 9:45-11:15 AM 
 
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 selected presentations, and other course materials.  Please visit frequently! 
 

Text:        Van Bruggen, T. 1985. The Vascular Plants of South Dakota (2nd edition). Iowa State 
University Press, Ames, USA. 

 
Instruction Methods:  Agrostology combines traditional lecture sessions, hands-on exercises and 

assignments in the lab, independent projects, and end-of-semester field trips.  
 
Course Goals:  This course seeks to make students proficient in the identification of grasses based on 

diagnostic traits and use of taxonomic keys; knowledgeable about principles of plant evolution and 
systematics; capable of interpreting connections between grasses and the natural environment; and 
understanding of historical relationships among monocot plant groups. 

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

matching, short answer, and short essay questions; a comprehensive third exam will be given during 
the final period assigned to BIOL 461.  Each of these three exams is worth 100 points. 

 
Quizzes:  There will be four quizzes given during lab sessions through the semester; these quizzes are 

worth 25 points each and will focus on (1) terminology and structures (one quiz, January 30); use of 
taxonomic keys to identify grass species (one quiz, March 1); and (3) recognition of common grass 
taxa by sight (two quizzes, March 27 and April 12).  A comprehensive, final lab quiz will be given on 
the last day of class (April 26) and is worth 100 points. 
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Use of Dichotomous Keys:  Learning the terminology for and practical use of taxonomic keys is a critical 
skill in agrostology and other fields of biology, and thus will be a major emphasis for the first one-half 
of the BIOL 461 course.  This year, students will use a version of the grass key from Van Bruggen's 
The Vascular Plants of South Dakota that was recently written by Dr. Mark Gabel.  A printed copy of 
this key will be provided to students at no cost with the understanding that it is returned – preferably 
with helpful comments and textual corrections! – to Dr. Gabel at the end of the semester. 

 
Recognition of Common Grass Species:  Applied jobs in field botany and weed science often require 

workers to recognize grass species by visual inspection in the field.  To encourage students to develop 
these practical identification skills, the instructors will provide students a printed list and pressed 
specimens of ~75 common South Dakota grass species in the second half of the BIOL 461 course.  
The instructors will introduce diagnostic traits of these taxa to students during lab sessions; two mid-
term quizzes and part of the final lab quiz will test student knowledge of these plants. 

 
Grassland Ecology Assignment:  Grasses are major taxonomic components of prairie as well as some 

forest habitats.  Specialized field sampling methods have been developed for surveys of grasslands, 
and these are now important for basic ecological research, natural resource conservation, and 
rangeland management.  In the last month of BIOL 461, students will be given an integrative 
assignment that will instruct on data collection (Robel poles, quadrat and transect sampling, percent 
cover estimates, etc.) and analysis/interpretation (statistical analysis, ordination, etc.) approaches used 
in grasslands.  The assignment (printed copies please!) is due in class on the day of the final exam. 

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

(100 points total), one final lab quizzes (100 points total), and the grassland ecology assignment (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, attendance is required for 

both 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. 

 
Safety & Preparation for Field Sessions:  Weather permitting, field trip(s) will be scheduled at the end 

of the semester.  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.  Please be mindful of potential hazards in the field, including steep terrain, sinkholes, 
biting or stinging insects, toxic plants, and venomous snakes; and please warn the instructor if you 
have allergies or other conditions that may affect your safety! 

 
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. 
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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!  Updated schedule information will be relayed to 
students during course sessions and by email. 
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Week Monday session Wednesday session 

1: Jan. 9 & 11 monocots, grass family,  
vegetative parts 

vegetative parts, 
inflorescence types 

2: Jan. 16 & 18 Martin Luther King Day grass spikelets 

3: Jan. 23 & 25 grass spikelets, fruits other teminology; 
references, keying 

4: Jan. 30 & Feb. 1 Quiz 1;  
stems & roots; keying 

grass family; 
keying 

5: Feb. 6 & 8 Exam 1 (terminology and structures); 
epidermes keying 

6: Feb. 13 & 15 species boundaries, nomenclature; 
keying 

history; 
keying 

7: Feb. 20 & 22 President's Day reproductive systems 

8: Feb. 27 & Mar. 1 reproductive systems; 
keying 

Quiz 2 (taxonomic keying); 
mutation, polyploidy; 

9: Mar. 6 & 8 Spring Break Spring Break 

10: Mar. 13 & 15 subfamilies subfamilies,  
species identification 

11: Mar. 20 & 22 subfamilies, identification tribes, identification 

12: Mar. 27 & 29 Quiz 3 (common grass species); 
grass phylogeny 

grass phylogeny, 
keying, identification 

13: Apr. 3 & 5 Exam 2 keying, identification 

14: Apr. 10 & 12 fossil grasses, evolution Quiz 4 (common grass species); 
grassland ecology 

15: Apr. 17 & 19 grassland ecology grassland ecology,  
human influences 

16: Apr. 24 & 26  synthesis and review Final Lab Quiz 

 
Exam 3 will be held during the Final Exam Period on 3 May 2017 @ 9:45-11:15 AM 


