
Module 28   
UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO 

Ontario Universities Program in Field Biology 
Course Title: Alpine Ecosystems 

Instructor(s): Prof. Rowan Sage, r.sage@utoronto.ca; Prof. Tammy Sage, tammy.sage@utoronto.ca 

Dates: August 17, 2014 to September 1, 2014 

Location: White Mountain Research Station, Bishop, California, USA  

Cost: $1300 ($250 deposit to home university; $1050 balance) includes dormitory room, board, 
station fee, and in-course travel. 
Not included:  Round-trip airfare from Toronto to Las Vegas (approximately $900), hotel in Las Vegas 
(about $30 each), travel insurance (mandatory), and travel visa (if required).  Students must purchase 
their own airline tickets and must meet the class in Las Vegas on Sunday, August 17, 2014.  We will 
make reservations for a one-night stay for everyone in Las Vegas on August 17, 2014. 

Prerequisites: First year biology course 

Enrolment: 16 students (4 spaces for OUPFB; 12 spaces for U of T) 

Description: This course will introduce students to the patterns and processes that govern the distribution, 
interactions and success of organisms in high elevation environments.  The course will be 
held in the last two weeks of August, 2014 at the White Mountain Research Station (WMRS) 
above Bishop California, approximately 400 km north of Los Angeles. The WMRS has three 
research labs with accommodations (and flush toilets) - one in Bishop at low elevation (the 
Owens Valley lab, 4200 ft), and two high elevation labs, Crooked Creek (10,200 ft.) and 
Barcroft (12,500 ft.). The labs can be found online at:  (www.wmrs.edu) 
The emphasis of the course will be community interactions of plants and animals, the 
physiological ecology of plants and animals, and the behavioral ecology of animals.  Faculty 
and students will meet in Las Vegas, Nevada on Sunday, August 17, 2014 and stay in a 
Vegas hotel for the night. Early on Monday, August 18, 2014, we will drive to Bishop, 
California to the Owen Valley lab of the White Mountain Research station, with a detour along 
the way to tour a transect from desert to subalpine life zones. We will remain at the Owens 
valley lab for three days, during which we will visit high elevation ecosystems of the Sierra 
Nevada Mountains. The class will then travel to high elevation in the White Mountains, 
stopping at the Crooked Creek lab for the fourth, fifth and final night of the course, and the 
Barcroft lab for the remainder of the course. The Barcroft lab is situated on a high plateau in 
the treeless alpine tundra, allowing easy access to a wide range of alpine life forms. Here, we 
will examine the subalpine, alpine and nival ecosystems, and students will plan and conduct 
mini-research projects of their choosing on the surrounding ecology of the alpine 
environment. The course will end on September 1, 2014 when we will return to Las Vegas by 
6 pm. Students can depart Vegas on late-night flights, or stay over for a Monday departure. 
Physical Demands/Risks - Most of the course will be spent at high elevations (>3000 m) with 
much hiking. Nights are cold, and inclement weather can occur at anytime. Students prone to 
altitude sickness or with respiratory and heart conditions should consult with their doctor 
before taking the course. UV-exposure is high, so hats, sunglasses and high SPF sunscreens 
are a must. The WMRS labs provide comfortable, dormitory-style living with good food, 
including a vegetarian menu. Students must supply their own sleeping bags. Good hiking 
shoes or boots, and jackets are a requirement.  Due to wildfire hazards, smoking is not 
allowed in the field environments. 

Evaluation: Participation: 20%; Independent project proposal: 10% (due August 25, 2014); Independent 
project - presentation using PowerPoint: 20% (August 31, 2014); Independent project - write-
up: 50% (due by mid-September, 2014) 

 


