
Welcome to Animal Behavior at the Wilderness Field Station! 
 
Course goals: Taking Animal Behavior as a field course is a unique way to get a hands-on 
learning experience that will give you a much more in-depth understanding of the topic in 
general. Taking it at the Wilderness Field Station is an incredible way to experience animals 
behaving well outside the influence of humans (mostly). We are going to observe animals in the 
field, and try to make sense of the behaviors we record. This course will give you a framework for 
understanding these behaviors, and for asking questions so that you can better understand 
behaviors you observe in the future, whether in the course of future studies or just in your day-to-
day life. That is, I intend to give you the tools to better understand behavior, not necessarily to 
teach you all the details of the topic itself. That said, we will cover a range of topics within the 
field, considering both the "whys" and the "hows" (though the latter to a lesser degree) of 
behavior. 
 
You will be assessed on four major categories of achievement. You will see that at the top of the 
list is Attendance and Collegiality, while at the bottom is Exams. While worth more of your grade 
on paper, I list the first at the top because it is much more important. Let me explain: 
 
Any field course, but in particular this field course, requires a greater level of community 
involvement than any course on campus, even a short May Term or J-Term. This is in part 
because we cannot escape each other. Our lives outside of class will still involve the same 
people from day to day as those we see in class, to a great degree. If a student is late to an event, 
it will literally hold up the entire class, if that "lecture" is actually a canoe excursion or a field 
hike. 
 
Unlike many field courses, this one involves a bit of leadership development as well. While for 
about half the course we will have warm meals to return to, and a snug roof over our heads, for 
the other half we will be fending for ourselves while we explore the BWCA wilderness, cooking 
our own food and canoeing together every day. To this end, we not only need to work on 
outdoor field techniques like making fires and portaging canoes, but maintain a smoothly 
functioning group. While I as your instructor will work my damnedest to facilitate good group 
interactions, it is your responsibility to step up and make sure you're doing your part. 
 
Attendance and Code of Conduct: You must be on time to all class functions that I announce, 
and to all Station functions that are called by the cook or the director. You get one miss 
(oversleeping, missed the moosehorn, etc). Beyond that each miss will reduce your grade by 5%. 
 
Collegiality and good attitude: Failing to respect your colleagues, instructors, staff, or gear will 
count as an attendance miss. What do I mean by this? A major example of would be failing to 
promptly do your duties at camp while on trail (i.e. not assisting with unpacking, camp set-up, or 
general camp maintenance, including doing dishes, cooking, making hot drinks, gathering 
firewood, hoisting the food bag, etc.) or while traveling (i.e. not shouldering your share of the 
load - taking only light items, single-portaging when others are doing doubles, etc). Other 
examples would be maintaining your bunk and personal area at the Field Station if they are 
causing problems for others, leaving your dishes at meals, or ignoring community standards of 
personal hygiene. (While we all get grubby and stinky here at the Station, this does not mean you 
do not need to clean yourself regularly, including both in the lake and in the sauna.) 
Complaining a bit is part of the territory here. It rains, we get wet, and it can be uncomfortable. 



Sometimes projects include getting up early or going to bed really late. There are bugs. These are 
all topics worthy of complaint. However, if we complain ALL the time (and there are probably 
reasons to do so, frankly - I'm looking at you, mosquitoes), the course is going to be awful. If 
you're feeling cranky a lot or complaining a lot, I'll take an interest and check in with you to 
make sure you're doing okay and see if we can turn things around. Your good attitude is 
important for the whole group. If your complaints seem arbitrary or excessive, I may ask you to 
curb yourself. Failure to do so will count against your attendance grade. It is also important to be 
prepared for the current conditions (i.e. wear rain gear as necessary, appropriate footwear, 
bugspray and sunscreen as necessary, etc. Please be prepared for these necessities, not 
interrupting talks to deal with these situations). 
 
Non-prescribed and illegal drugs, and alcohol, are prohibited during WFS courses. If you use 
them you will be removed from the program. Tobacco products are prohibited during any 
organized class or station time. Additionally, they may not be used around the station, nor in the 
woods, given the fire danger. Ignoring these rules will be taken seriously and you may be 
removed from the program. If you need to use tobacco, please head up the drive a ways, make 
sure your ashes are dead out, and bring butts and all other trash back to the trash at the station. 
Leaving tobacco litter in the field will result in an attendance miss. If you are responsible for an 
out-of-control fire (for any reason), you may well literally be held responsible by the feds or the 
state! We will talk more in the field about being safe with fire in the wilderness. 
 
See handout on field notebook for expectations and grading of this portion of the course. 
 
Field projects: Without much further ado, you will commence working on a field project of your 
choosing. Briefly, you will run one project at the station, and another while on trail. Both will be 
graded. You will then be able to choose which one to present as a poster, and this poster will be 
graded as well (though on presentation, not content, since the content will have already been 
graded). The entire station will share their findings or otherwise present their work to each other 
on a day near the end of the session, and discuss their work with each other; be prepared to talk 
about Animal Behavior with non-behaviorists/non-scientists, and to consider nature writing and 
ecology as well! 
 
Exams: There will be two exams. The first will take place mid-way through the course, just before 
our long trip. The second will take place near the end of the session. Anything we talk about as a 
class will be fair game for an exam. This includes topics covered in the field, on hikes or from 
canoes, since much of the content of the course will be informed by the animals they see and the 
behaviors they are performing. This means you have to be on the ball and paying attention 
during field excursions! Even if you do not see the behavior in question on a hike or a paddle, I 
will go over it to make sure everyone understands what happened and then discuss ideas for why 
and how those behaviors are performed. Behaviors discussed during our long trip are also 
potential material for exams. I will, however, provide a short review a day or two before each 
exam so that you know what sorts of questions to prepare for. Each exam will also include a short 
field portion, emphasizing boreal forest natural history; you can't understand the behavior of the 
animals of the north woods without at least being able to understand some of the general aspects 
of their habitat. 

 



Animal Behavior Field Notebook and Daily Log 

I will review your Field Notebook and Daily Log every 3-4 days, as convenient, and give you 
feedback on them. The first set of these will be a freebie - I will provide feedback but the material 
will not be graded - this is so that you get a better sense of what I'm looking for before I start 
grading. 
 
Field Notebook - General purpose of your field notebook - to make observations of the natural 
world around you, including but not limited to animal and plant observations, behavioral 
observations thereof, identification notes, thoughts, hypotheses, observations of patterns, etc. It 
will also be for collecting data for your project. This should be in your waterproof notebook, 
since you'll be using this on a day-to-day basis out in the field. Your field notebook needs to be 
well-organized and legible. Each day you should write the date, and every entry during that day 
should include the time and location to the nearest useful location. Entries need to be detailed to 
some degree - these notes will help you on field quizzes and potentially during your independent 
projects as well. Some days you might have less in your field notebook, other days you should 
certainly have more. We will be convening with the Nature Writing course to read some 
descriptive works of observations of the wild, and discuss with them and amongst ourselves how 
such writing (both reading it and practicing it ourselves) can help us think about the way we 
observe animals, animal behavior, and wilderness itself. 
 
Daily Log - I also expect you to keep a daily log of the events of the day. This will help you keep 
track of your projects, the data you collected when, and also serve as a reminder of what lakes 
you were on and when. While not (necessarily) a personal journal, it will function as a sort of 
scientific journal. This can be extremely useful for entering data and finalizing projects, because 
it helps you remember what you did and when you did it, and you WILL forget. This log will also 
help you consolidate your behavioral observations and thoughts about those observations. 
Designate specific pages of your class notebook as your daily log. I will read over these and 
grade them. 
 
Each entry every day should include:  
     a general reconstruction of the major parts of the day (i.e. bird walk at dawn, lecture on social 
behavior, work on dragonfly project, paddle up Range River to observe turtles) - weather 
conditions can be useful too. 
     any project-specific information (for [a brief] example: "collected data on Frosted Whiteface 
site fidelity along Cloquet Line north of field station entrance from 1300-1600, individuals LL-
Blue (1300-1330), LL-Red (1338-1358), RU-Blue (1410-1445), RL-Green (1504-1537), RU-Red 
(1542-1600). Caught and marked three more individuals (RU-Black, RU-Green, RL-Blue). More 
unmarked individuals seem to be arriving each day; also observed one individual catch and eat 
three prey items in 10 minutes.") However, let me be clear that you should NOT put all your data 
in your daily log. These can be housed on a computer or on separate notebook pages. I don't 
want to read your data, I want you to analyze it. 
     A paragraph or two of more in-depth thoughts and reflections about how one of the 
observations you recorded in your field notebook that day relates to some of the topic matter 
previously discussed in the course. Did you observe an interesting behavior? What could be the 
reason for that behavior? What does it make you think about? Did it strike you as an example of 
or contradiction to something we had previously discussed? What questions does it raise for you? 



Was the behavior obviously adaptive, or at first glance maladaptive? You don't have to answer all 
of these questions (at all); they are here to serve as prompts for a behavior you observed. What 
I'm looking for here is evidence that you're thinking about the observations you made that day in 
the field and considering their meaning, and asking questions about them. 

 
 
Grading breakdown 

Course section  Subsection  % grade  

Attendance and collegiality   potential for 
reduced grade  

Field Notebook 
and Daily Log  

 20%  

 Through Short trip - 5%   

 Final section of course - 15%   

Field Projects   40%  

 Station Project - 20%   

 Trip Project - 15%   

 Presentation - 5%   

Exams   40%  

 Exam 1 - 20%, Exam 2 - 20%   

 


