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ACADEMIC SYLLABUS 
 
Faculty: 
Lead Instructor: Matthew Zylstra, Ph.D.  
Co-instructor: Roy Ashton, MA 
 
Contact Hours: We will be in close contact, meeting every day throughout the course. There will be a number of “check-
in days” where we will schedule student-faculty meetings. If you would like to have a meeting outside of those times, 
you can certainly approach us and find an appropriate available time, and we will be happy to oblige. 
 
Class Meetings: This Wildlands Studies Project involves seven days per week of instruction and field research, with little 
time-off during the program. Faculty and staff work directly with students 6-10+ hours a day and are available for 
tutorials and coursework discussion before and after scheduled activities. Typically, scheduled activities begin at 8am, 
with breaks for meals. Many evenings include scheduled activities, including guest lectures, structured study time, or 
journal writing. When at a field site, our activities may start as early as 5am or end as late as 10pm (e.g. for 
dawn/dusk/night wildlife observation). Flexibility is necessary to accommodate a variety of class times which maximize 
learning opportunities. 
 
Course Credit: Wildlands Studies Project students receive credit for three undergraduate courses. These three courses 
have distinct objectives and descriptions, and we integrate teaching and learning through both formal learning 
situations (i.e. lectures and seminars) and field surveys. Academic credit is provided by Western Washington University. 
Extended descriptions follow in the course description section of this syllabus. 
 

1. ESCI 437A, Environmental Wildlands Studies (5 quarter units) – Field study of environmental problems affecting 
the natural and human-impacted ecosystems of our study region, including the role of human interactions. 

2. ESCI 437B, Environmental Field Survey (5 quarter units) – In this field-based course we conduct on-site 
examinations and analyses of environmental problems affecting wildlands and wildlife in our study region. 

3. ESCI 437C, Wildlands Environment and Culture (5 quarter units) – Field studies course involving on-site 
research in our field location, studying the relationships among cultural groups and the environment. Using 
region- and culture-specific case studies, students assess historical and current cultural and environmental uses 
of wildland and/or wildlife communities. Course examines outcomes of environmental policies and 
wildland/wildlife management and their impact across the social-ecological spectrum. 

 
Readings: A Course Reader is established for this project and will be provided to students upon commencement of the 
project. Readings include selections from academic primary literature, technical reports, book chapters, and 
environmental impact assessments and planning documents. Field guides and textbooks supplement our field activities 
and are an integral part of our project. We will carry a shared reference library of these on all activities and field trips. 
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Contents of this syllabus: 
I.  Project Overview 
II.  Learning Objectives 
III.  Course Descriptions 
IV.  Assessment 
V.  Grading Scheme 
VI.  General Reminders 
VII.  Academic Schedule & Course Content 
 
 
I. Project Overview 

We embark with an introduction to the fascinating story of the Southern Cape – a story that we are all a part of. Recent 
scientific discoveries are reshaping our view of human origins to suggest that it began here on this unique coastline, 
known as “Eden”. The region supported four hominid species and is considered “the cradle of human mind and culture”. 
It was from here that early humans spread out onto Africa’s grasslands and savannahs to eventually inhabit the rest of 
the continent. Drawing on artifacts from the early to middle Stone Age (e.g. stone tools, ochre paint), archaeological 
records show that hunter-gatherers were active in the region for at least 100,000 years through evidence of cave 
paintings and shell middens. It appears that human symbolic expression and advanced problem-solving evolved here. 
We will visit this point of origin and hear from experts who unearthed the discoveries that shook the scientific world.  

From there, we move along the picturesque sandy beaches, bays and rocky shores which comprise this Southern Cape 
coastline, delving into the Southern Cape’s astounding natural history, ecology and biogeography and reflecting on what 
made the area so conducive to our human development. We will gain appreciation for the dynamism which results from 
the meeting of “two oceans” – the Atlantic and Indian Oceans and how constant flux of wave, tides, currents, upwelling 
and terrestrial influences, supports an array of marine life such as pelagic birds, fish and marine mammals.  

We team up with conservationists to carry out a range of coastal surveys and monitoring. We evaluate marine protected 
areas (MPAs) and discuss prospects for MPA revision and expansion. We explore the kelp forests with expert naturalists 
who are discovering new species and behaviors. In applying principles and practices for effective ecological research, 
monitoring and experimental design, we further efforts in understanding this fascinating part of the Cape Peninsula.  
Our field work allows us to gain foundational skills in species identification, mapping, tracking and monitoring.  We fine-
tune scientific and naturalist techniques by sharpening observation, sensory, interrogative and analytical abilities. Aided 
by field guides, we learn to identify wildlife in various ways, from track and sign to calls and nuances in behavior.   

As we weave along the coast, we deepen appreciation of South Africa’s terrestrial biomes, particularly the Cape Floristic 
Region – the smallest of the world’s six floral kingdoms but with a staggering 8700 plant species, 68% endemic. As we 
round the southernmost tip of Africa, we will encounter ecosystems referred to as “the hottest of the hotspots”. The 
speciation in this part of the continent is unparalleled. Yet this Mediterranean shrubland (fynbos) is feeling the effects of 
climate disruption and habitat fragmentation so we investigate what is being done to mitigate consequences. 

Conservation is, of course, never removed from people. This has a particular flavor in a country like South Africa – a true 
“rainbow nation” with 11 official languages (and as many unofficial languages) but wrestling with historical legacies, 
social inequalities, and political incapacities. We unpack complex and persistent challenges, such as the tension between 
conservation and livelihoods, and where these are in conflict or in synergy. We discuss issues such as traditional rights 
and subsistence, poaching, hunting, mining, “eco-tourism”, and their entanglement with conservation efforts. We meet 
conservation leaders – “champions”– from diverse communities who are leading through interdisciplinary innovation. 
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II. Learning Objectives 

Our South African program gives students the opportunity for hands-on investigations of the ecology and conservation 
of its unique biomes and the marine and terrestrial species they harbor. We commence with an initial examination of 
the natural and cultural history of South Africa and, specifically, the Southern Cape. We will draw upon this knowledge 
as we delve deeper into the spectacular areas on offer, familiarizing ourselves with current coastal and marine research, 
conservation success stories, and challenges and opportunities facing people and environment in this region. 
 
Key questions we will seek answers to include: 
i. Flora, fauna, ecosystems and natural history: What climatic and geological factors underpin the diverse Southern 

Cape ecosystems? What are the interactions and processes which underpin the region’s ecosystems? Why are 
these areas so diverse and important to resident and transient species? What key habitats, flora and fauna are 
present and how would a field ecologist identify, investigate and document these features?  

 
ii. Biodiversity conservation, monitoring and restoration: What are some of the major conservation pressures and 

threats to biodiversity? What strategies are being used to tackle these threats? How can we best survey these 
ecosystems? What can we learn from local stakeholders in monitoring, managing and restoring key habitats? 

 

iii. Wildlife and protected area management: How has South Africa’s unique approach to conservation affected the 
social and ecological landscape? What are the implications of wildlife translocation and reintroductions? What are 
the impacts of wildlife poaching, culling, hunting and tourism? When are these activities justifiable?  

 

iv. Perspectives on South African history, culture and politics: What can we learn from the way in which our early 
ancestors interacted with land and sea? How did Apartheid era policies affect ethnic groups, their livelihoods and 
land and to what extent has this legacy been reconciled? How have historical policies affected modern 
perspectives on conservation? What are the challenges and opportunities for community-based conservation?  

 

v. Champions and change-makers in conservation: What does it take to play the role of a social-ecological 
“champion” in modern-day South Africa? What motivates these people and what are their defining qualities? 
What can we learn from them and how might society best support them in realizing desired change?  

 
vi. Field observation skills: What makes a good scientific naturalist or field ecologist? How can one cultivate quality 

field observation skills and why is this important? What methods and techniques can be used in specific contexts 
for recording, sharing and presenting findings? What can we learn from sustained field observation over time? 

 

vii. Critical reading, discussion, and evaluation of primary literature in natural and social sciences: How can we 
effectively and critically read, evaluate and facilitate discussion around scientific literature? What techniques can 
we employ in order to facilitate our understanding of key themes? How can we use peers to support this process? 

 
These topics will be addressed through lectures, discussions, course readings, field activities, visits with local experts, 
exposure to ongoing research, hiking excursions, and field research projects. The course generally progresses from 
faculty-led instruction in the beginning to student-led discussion, analysis, and synthesis toward the end of the program. 
Note that prior field research experience is not required. All necessary skills will be taught on-site in South Africa. 
 
Overall, our goal is to develop your skills as a field ecologist and scientific naturalist who can interface between diverse 
environments. We will spend time sharpening our observational and interrogative skills by becoming intimate with our 
surrounds. Aided by the use of field guides, we will learn to identify resident wildlife species through various techniques: 
from physical traits to track and sign, to calls and nuances in behavior. We will then learn and participate in on-going 
efforts to monitor wildlife, focusing on techniques that form an important part of the conservation ecologist’s skill set 
and which can be used to address relevant research questions along the social-ecological spectrum. Ultimately, we will 
expose you to an integral ecology that instills a deep appreciation of the multiple perspectives available for 
understanding the natural world. Our primary requirement is that you are enthusiastic, adaptable, genuinely open-
minded and ready to learn. We look forward to you joining us and sharing this once-in-a-lifetime experience together. 
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III. Course Descriptions 

We teach these three courses in an integrated format in the field. However, students will receive transcript credit for the 
following three courses, introduced on page 1: 
 
ESCI 437A, Environmental Wildlands Studies (5 quarter units) – Field study of the natural history as well as the 
environmental challenges and opportunities for the ecosystems of southern South Africa including human dimensions. 

Experiences/Activities: Students will become familiar with the flora, fauna, ecology, geography and natural history. 
Students will be instructed in methods of journal recording and critical reflection and will learn directly through 
observation and experience, as well as through guidebooks, lectures, stakeholder and community interactions, and 
scientific and popular literature. Using principles of conservation ecology, the course will introduce conservation issues 
facing the Southern Cape, such as invasive species, habitat degradation, non-sustainable use and climatic events. 
 
Our program will explore the steps that governmental and non-governmental agencies are taking to address and combat 
current issues through actions tied to ecological restoration and land management. Students will interact with terrestrial 
and coastal management personnel to gain insight into current trends. Students will participate in various projects led 
by researchers and/or land managers to further experiential understanding of challenges and opportunities faced. We 
will participate in conservation field research and evaluate environmental policy options, focusing on concepts, 
principles, and the role of environmental research, wildlife management, and conservation planning. 
 
Students will complete a field journal with detailed scientific naturalist observations, and field surveys. They will be 
required to participate in activities and discussions, sharing viewpoints and critiquing arguments or topics encountered. 
Discussions and role playing are some of the tools used to facilitate these processes. Additionally, students will be 
assigned readings from recent scientific literature and are responsible for participating and leading seminar discussions. 
Students will prepare a pre-assigned research topic that will address the natural and cultural history pertaining to an 
area scheduled to be visited. Students will give an oral presentation summarizing their research for peers. 
 

Outcomes: Students will demonstrate knowledge of ecosystems, natural history, and flora and fauna of the Southern 
Cape. Students will be able to critically analyze and reflect upon the relevance and significance of scientific research 
presented, conservation projects participated in, and research or management organizations visited. Across these 
diverse contexts, students will demonstrate their own process of learning by developing skills in field observation and 
documenting and communicating observations in multiple formats. Students will employ various techniques to present 
and record their observations, including natural history sketching, narrative writing and mapping. 
 

Evaluation/Assessment: 

Oral Presentation  15% 
Revision Quizzes (2 x 5%) 10% 
Field Journal   50% 
Final Exam   15% 
Participation and Discussions 10% 
 
ESCI 437B, Environmental Field Survey (5 quarter units) – Field studies course focusing on field survey methods and on-
site biodiversity analysis and assessment as part of individual and group research. 

Experiences/Activities: Students will be taught methods of field data collection, analysis and field report writing. 
Students will build species identification lists by using field guides and identification keys. Students will be introduced to 
research projects and participate in related practical research-implementation efforts, such as biodiversity monitoring. 
Workshops and field activities will introduce methods of species identification, data collection and analysis. Students will 
design and complete short field assessments to capture their understanding of how techniques may be applied in the 
field, as well as how to identify testable questions for research projects and what elements need to be measured to 
answer those questions. Students will discuss their results in light of current management or conservation issues and 
should be able to demonstrate how their results compare with or add to current knowledge of their study subject. 
Students will demonstrate their understanding of the ecological and social processes that underpin their research, 
including ethical dimensions. Attention will be given to quality of observation, recording, analysis and presentation. 
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Outcomes: Students will develop skills in field observation, data collection, and data interpretation. They will gain the 
ability to undertake field projects and be able to synthesize, organize, analyse, and present final data in a way that is 
appropriate for peers and other interested researchers/stakeholders. Students will be able to clearly describe what 
study they are carrying out, why they are carrying out this study, what methods they are using to carry out this study, 
and what they expect to learn by conducting this study. Students will display competency using all tools provided to 
them. Students will be able to discuss their results in light of current management or conservation issues, and 
demonstrate how their results compare with or add to current knowledge of their study subject. Students will be able to 
demonstrate proficiency with keys and manuals as well as application of methods used in conservation ecology. 
 

Evaluation & Assessment: Demonstrate synthesized knowledge of field research, analysis, presentation, and application. 
 

Species List   35% 
Mid-term Assessment  20% 
Field Report   20% 
Final Exam   15% 
Active Participation  10% 
 
ESCI 437C, Wildlands Environment and Culture (5quarter units) – Field studies course studying the relationships among 
cultural groups and the environment. Using region- and culture-specific case studies, students assess historical and 
current cultural uses of land, ecosystems and biodiversity, and related social-ecological consequences. 

Experiences/Activities: Students will gain familiarity with the social-cultural dimensions of conservation in South Africa. 
From the hunter-gatherer history of the Khoisan, to the arrival of the Bantu tribes, to Dutch and English colonization and 
the Apartheid system that followed. The entanglement of these cultural traditions and historical legacies will be 
addressed throughout the course. Students will visit a number of communities and explore case studies that examine 
the sensitive and complex interplay between environmental issues and social-cultural well-being. Students will learn 
about the various ways that local communities are included (or excluded) in conservation and land management 
programs. Throughout the program students will maintain a cultural dictionary to familiarize themselves with local 
language, customs and colloquialisms. This course incorporates lectures, talks from community representatives, and 
visits to culturally significant field sites. Students will be required to compose a paper, on a topic of their choosing, which 
integrates their own experience and insight with the cultural dimensions of conservation in Eden. This includes 
reflections on issues, strategies, policies, successes and failures, and of how communities have utilized, impacted and 
interacted with their natural resources over time. 
 

Outcomes: Students will become acutely aware of how social-cultural dimensions shape conservation and natural 
resource management in Eden. They will be responsible for reading relevant literature and for presenting and leading 
seminar discussions. Students will participate in all activities, discussions and lectures, and demonstrate proficiency in 
the cultural history of the region. They will reflect upon components on ESCI 437A and ESCI 437B and across changing 
cultural contexts. Where appropriate, students will familiarize themselves with relevant Local Ecological Knowledge 
(LEK). They will engage with local stakeholders and community members, as required, to deepen their understanding of 
the inter-linkages between cultural and natural histories and the tensions between ecological, social-cultural, economic 
and political objectives. 
 

Evaluation & Assessment: 
 

Learning Journal   50%  
Opinion Piece/Critique  15%  
Local Dictionary   10%  
Final Exam   15%  
Participation & Discussions 10% 
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IV. Assessment 

The following is an overview of the academic requirements for the program. Some of the assignments are on-going (e.g. 
journals) and some have specific dates (e.g. exams, projects). Due dates are subject to change in response to local 
variables and final confirmations. Grades for ESCI 437A, 437B, 437C will be based on the following items: 
 

Course 
Number Assessment Item Date due 

Percent of 
grade 

ESCI 437A Field Journal (Initial Review) 30th April 15% 

Field Journal (Final Review) 24th May 35% 

Oral Presentation / Area Introduction See Schedule 15% 

Revision Quiz (2 x 5%) At random 10% 

Final Exam 25th May 15% 

Active Participation & Discussion Entire Program 10% 

ESCI 437B Mid-term Assessment 4th May 20% 

Field Report   TBNC 20% 

Species List 24th May 35% 

Final Exam 25th May 15% 

Active Participation & Involvement Entire program 10% 

ESCI 437C Learning Journal (Initial Review) 30th April 15% 

Learning Journal (Final Review) 24th May 35% 

Opinion Piece 24th May 15% 

Local Dictionary 24th May 10% 

Final Exam 25th May 15% 

Active Participation & Engagement Entire Program 10% 

 
ESCI 437A, Environmental Wildlands Studies (5 quarter credits) 

1) Field Journal – 50% 
The field journal is an integral part of the Wildlands Studies South Africa program – it serves as a learning tool and an 
opportunity to closely attend to the environment, document and codify observations and reflect on experiences. The 
field journal will be an ongoing assignment throughout the course. Several activities will be designed at the beginning of 
the course which will help outline what characterizes a thorough, well-written, detailed, observation-based field journal. 
We will focus on various techniques and styles for recording observations in the field journal. 
 

The field journal will consist of natural history journal entries, based on both the Grinnell Method and other nature 
writing approaches which incorporate the student’s personal experiences and observations (see Parker article). The 
focus of journal entries is a detailed record of observations from an explicit time period in a specific location written in a 
coherent, readable, and sometimes creative way. It is an in-depth descriptive natural history record. The journal uses 
different formats: silent observation in a single spot; an ongoing description along a prescribed route; a theme observed 
several times; a landscape description and the forces that influence it; a focus on relationships among species observed 
(food webs; other interactions); geological history as seen by the observer; and/or solely on what is encountered with 
the full and exacting use of the senses. The emphasis is therefore on the phenomena that the student actually senses 
and experiences, not on what they did, were told or read that day – even though parallels or comparisons may be drawn 
with this information. 
 

Class notes and personal notes are not included as formal journal entries, although we do encourage students to take 
notes, as they will be useful for other assignments or examinations. When journals are handed in for review, please 
ensure that assessable items are clearly indicated. The journal will be collected at three different times during the 
program – after 1 week to ensure students are on track (non-assessable), after 2-3 weeks (initial review) and after 5.5 
weeks (final review).  
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Field journals will consist of: 

i) Grinnell Trip Logs (30%) 3-4 entries from locations as prescribed by the Instructors. This (adapted) Grinnell Trip Log is a 
structured, descriptive narrative record of field walks. It includes the following essential elements: 
 

1. Date & Time:  Head your trip log entry with the date and 
the start and end time of your trip. 

6. Flora: Narrative description of characteristic/notable 
vegetation seen, i.e. species, habit, incl. interactions. 

2. Location: Give name of the area and the hiking 
trail/route. Include start/end GPS coordinates if available. 

7. Fauna: Narrative description of sightings of animals seen 
(incl. behavior) and evidence of their tracks, calls and signs. 

3. Weather: Start/end conditions and weather changes, 
e.g. temperature, % cloud cover, wind speed / direction. 

8. General Commentary: A brief personal summary of the 
walk and/or other notable observations, e.g. geology, soils. 

4. Route Description & Map: Concise description of route 
travelled, incl. distances, times, markers and directions.  
On the left page, sketch route map and label key features. 

9. Species Record & Sketches: Descriptions of 3-5 species 
recorded. Use field guides to support observations.  
On the left page, sketch species and label well. 

5. Habitat(s): Description of the area’s ecology, general 
vegetation type and changes in habitat, incl. ecotones. 

10. Two Questions: Conclude with two detailed questions 
about ecological phenomena that got you wondering. 

This log is a careful summary of observations and field notes taken throughout the day. This entry usually takes 2 hours 
to write-up, but can take longer depending on the day of record. Entries must include the 10 elements outlined above. 
 
Grinnell Trip Log entries will be graded according to: 

a) Organization: Entries are written in an organized way and should follow a logical format that remains consistent with 
the established criteria. Information should be accessible and related to specific dates and locations.  

b) Completeness: Includes essential elements of a field journal and prescribed entries have been completed. 

c) Accuracy of Content: Provides an accurate and comprehensive reflection of phenomena encountered during the trip 
(e.g. correct orientation information and habitats and species encountered). 

d) Neatness/Readability: Other readers should be able to use your journal as a reference. 
e) Effort: Entries should reflect the serious effort has been invested, and improvement made, throughout the program. 
 
ii) “Today I noticed…” (15%): at least 5 entries throughout the program as determined by the student. 
These are entries that begin with the above phrase (or, if done weekly, “This week I noticed…”) and leads into a short 
description of specific ecological phenomena observed (e.g. species interactions) that ignited a sense of curiosity or 
newfound learning. The entry should draw on additional information from field guides or lectures to support, refute, or 
deepen insight into the ecological observation. Sketches or other graphic representations are highly encouraged. 
 
ii) Other assignments/field activities as assigned (5%) 
Refers to the completion of any other specific journal activity or field assignment given by the Instructors throughout the 
program, e.g. field surveys (bird counts), ethology exercises, mapping. 
 
Include a table of contents on the first page of your field journal so entries can be more easily located. 
 
2. Oral Presentation (Individual) – 15% 
Students will be assigned a topic a minimum of four weeks before arriving to South Africa. During this time, students will 
carry out bibliographic research and then complement it with the activities and experiences during the program, if 
appropriate. An oral presentation of 10 minutes (+5minutes facilitated discussion) and a 1-2 page summary of bulleted 
information will be evaluated for this project. Oral presentations are graded according to: 

 

- Content: coverage, relevance, accuracy, depth, originality, creativity 
- Structure: logical and ordered flow of information, adhering to the 10 minute time limit 
- Style: engagement/participation of the audience, clarity, demeanor (interested, enthusiastic, good eye contact) 
- Discussion: ability to answer questions about the topic and generate/facilitate discussion around key points 
-  Bullet-point summary: 1-2 page overview of key points - can be legibly handwritten or typed up. This is a 
 summary and not just your personal notes. Must include reference list, i.e. articles, books, websites used (at least 

three different sources). Cut/paste plagiarism (i.e. verbatim unreferenced material) will not be accepted. 
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3. Revision (Pop) Quizzes – 10% 
Short quizzes which assess the student’s level of class and environmental attentiveness, retention of factual information 
imparted, their understanding of concepts discussed or techniques performed and their recollection of field 
observations/identifications made.  
 
4. Final exam – 15% 
Students will take a written exam to evaluate their understanding of the key themes addressed throughout the course. 
‘Facts’ may be examined; however, the emphasis is more on critical reflection and application of concepts to scenarios. 
 
5. Active Participation & Discussion – 10% 
Includes general engagement with the subject matter and participation in group readings and discussions. 
 
ESCI 437B, Environmental Field Survey (5 quarter credits) 

1. Species Sightings List – 35% 
 

Starting at the back of their field journals, students will prepare columns with the following headings: 

Place Date & Weather Classification 
(Taxa) 

Species Name 
(Common & 
Taxonomic) 

Habitat Field Notes Count 

De Hoop Nature 
Reserve 

7/5: 25% cloud, 
light SW breeze 

Bird 
 

1.  Kelp gull 
(Larus dominicanus) 

Sandy 
beach 

Scavenging along 
high tide mark  

4 

 
Species list will be ordered chronologically and separated (i.e. ruled off) according to each area visited. 
Species lists will be graded according to: 
- Consistency of use: it is used continuously throughout the program 
- Accuracy: information entered is accurate  
- Representation: contains a fair representation of key species encountered per area visited 
- Detail: brief field notes are expected for each entry and may include notable traits, behavior and interactions. 
- Remember that species should be entered multiple times across each distinct location, particularly if that reflects 

the range of a particular species; in other words, the species list is more than just a ‘tick box’ (“seen this”) list. 
 
2. Mid-Term Assessment - 20% (Group work) 
Students will develop a research and/or monitoring project proposal with the vision that this will be implemented and 
continued by other students or citizen scientists in years to follow. The project needs to be: 

- Centered around a core social-ecological question; 
- Demonstrate understanding of the relevant field techniques learned and practiced and/or demonstrate creativity 

in proposing new or alternative techniques as relevant to the question/problem; 
- Structured according to research proposal format: Introduction/Rationale/Relevance; Research Questions; 

Methods & Materials; Ethical Considerations; Preliminary Findings/Results; and Discussion/Recommendations. 
- Justified (theoretically and practically) with rationale/links to the ‘bigger picture’ (e.g. conservation outcomes);  
- Supported with stepwise guidance for persons wishing to implement this monitoring program in the future; 
- Accompanied by an oral presentation graded with the same criteria as used for the individual oral presentation. 

 
3. Field Survey Report – 20% 
Students will write a detailed field report covering the methods and outcomes of their field survey activities conducted 
with partner organizations. Grading will be according to: 

- Structure: Clear logical structure that follows a general, prescribed or adapted format of: Introduction; Area 
Description(s); Objectives; Methods & Materials; Results; Discussion and that these are outlined readable format. 

- Thoroughness: Each of the above sections is completed with sufficient effort, detail and is easy-to-follow. 
- Reflection: The report critically reflects on methods and results and identifies limitations and recommendations. 

(Note: the above assessment and criteria may be adapted according to the wishes of the local stakeholders involved) 
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4. Final Exam – 15% 
Students will take a written exam to evaluate their understanding of the key survey methods encountered throughout 
the program. The emphasis will be on how these techniques can be applied to given scenarios within a specific context. 
 
5. Active Participation & Involvement – 10% 
Students will be evaluated according to their active participation and involvement in all field activities, particularly their 
contribution to group projects. 
 
ESCI 437C, Wildlands Environment and Culture (5 quarter credits) 

1. Learning Journal – 50%: 
This social-cultural journal is central to your personal development and learning throughout the program. It provides an 
open non-judgmental space for you to engage in thoughtful reflection, critical insight, creative expression and 
deepening discussion of your own and others’ language, perceptions and worldviews. It is a place for exploring social- 
ecological interactions and dynamics. 
 

i) Reflective entries (40%) - at least 10 thorough entries or more if shorter - more regular entries are preferred. 
Similar to the “social-ecological autobiography” described by Hayes (2008) in your first mandatory reading, these entries 
will include regular insightful reflections on learning experiences embedded within specific contexts, particularly 
concerning interactions with course material, guest speakers, local communities and your peers. Entries should track 
questions and changes in personal beliefs, perceptions, worldviews and learning, possibly as part of comparative 
reflection on past experiences/knowledge/places encountered back in your homeland. The entries highlight key learning 
moments and document information that finds resonance (appeal) or dissonance (conflict) within you. Entries can 
include poetry, art, or free-writes. The journal will conclude with a final reflective summary (as the 11th entry, 
minimum) which synthesizes your “autobiography” during the program, in terms of reflection on course intentions and 
identifying how pivotal learning moments have shaped you.  
Each entry begins with the phrase: “Right now I feel grateful for…” before continuing on to whatever it is you wish to 
write about (the theme of the entry itself does not need to be related to your “Right now I feel…” statement). 
 

Include a table of contents on the first page of the Learning Journal so entries can be easily located. 
 

Grading criteria is as follows: 

- Depth: Reflections make an effort to explore, probe, question, query and mine the topic, possibly even returning 
to the issue again in subsequent entries with a fresh perspective or different angle. Feel free to engage in 
philosophical discussion. 

- Wider reflection: Entries take a specific topic, put into a broader context and draw comparisons with elsewhere. 
- Connections: Insightful links are made with: past experiences, knowledge, discussions, course themes, literature. 
- Style: Entries are readable, articulated and make good use of first-person narrative, prose, dialogue, poetry or art.  
-  Effort: Entries are completed regularly throughout (at least twice a week) and improve as the course progresses. 

 
ii) Nature writing (10%): at locations prescribed by the Instructors, approximately 5 entries. 
These pieces encourage creative and expressive reflection and require students to illuminate the meeting of both ‘inner’ 
and ‘outer’ aspects of their experiences. Entries should be inspired by the specific place and are graded according to: 
- Use of language: Using rich creative language (e.g. metaphor, simile, alliteration, onomatopoeia). 
- Diversity of expression: Employing a diversity of writing/journaling techniques (e.g. poetry, dialogue). 
- Sensory detail: Encapsulating a range of rich sensory detail (i.e. sight, sound, smell, touch, etc.). 
- Natural descriptions: Making links to ecological observations and processes with your writings. 
- Presence of the narrator: Writing in a way that shows how you as narrator are interfacing with your surrounds. 
- Wider reflection: Using the scene and observations to generate broader perspectives on self, nature and being in 

the world, or as a social commentary of the experience of being human (‘the human condition’). 
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2. Local Dictionary – 10% 
The local dictionary is a list of cultural-specific words/phrases (i.e. Ethnic words and South African English 
slang/colloquialisms) encountered during the program that are unique to South Africa. Begin the dictionary on the back 
page of your cultural journal and create a table with the following three columns: 

 

Word or Phrase Language English Translation 

Enkosi isiXhosa Thank you 

 
Grading will look for: 
- Accuracy: Spelling, translation and language groups are correct. 
- Attentiveness: Demonstrates an attention to new words/phrases encountered during the program.  
- Representative: The dictionary is used consistently throughout the program and at key cultural 

exchanges/opportunities. 
- Effort:  Reasonable effort has been invested throughout the program. 

 
3. Opinion Piece/Critique – 15% (individual) 
Students will prepare a concise ‘opinion piece’ (approx. 5 pages) on a social-cultural topic of their choice but one that is 
relevant to key themes and concepts encountered throughout the program. The format of the reflection is relatively 
open but should be seen as an exercise in science communication, e.g. magazine/newspaper op-ed, critique, review, 
letter to the editor, investigative report. Your task is to convey a potentially complex social-cultural topic in a succinct, 
engaging and argumentative way. This popular piece must explore various perspectives on the topic (e.g. as 
encountered with guests, in literature or group discussion), including your own views. In this regard, aim to include, 
interweave and/or refer to personal stories/experiences that help illustrate your point, the complexities and/or the 
possible shifting positions/contexts of the theme. The piece should include references to literature, e.g. “According to…”  
 
Grading criteria is as follows: 
- Structure: the reflection is logically-ordered according to the chosen format and potentially publishable. 
- Style: the writing style is succinct and engaging and effectively communicates key message(s)/themes.  
- Argumentative: the reflection highlights different perspectives (even if they are not your own) and, if 

appropriate/relevant, takes a well-argued position on one of them. 
- References: the reflection draws on and refers to available literature which brings additional 

perspectives/opinion/theory. 
 
4. Final Exam – 15% 
Students will demonstrate an understanding of – and ability to critically reflect on – key social-cultural issues 
encountered during the program. 

5. Active Participation & Engagement – 10% 
Students will be evaluated according to active participation in everyday activities as well as their attitude and 
involvement when engaging with guests and local hosts. In this particular course, it is important that the student 
demonstrates a genuinely open mind, a willing attitude, and a respectful etiquette in interacting with team members 
and local groups. Finally, the student’s consistent and positive contribution to the team dynamic (e.g. by embracing 
assigned roles and responsibilities) will be taken closely into account. 

 
V. Grading Scheme 

To convert final grade percentages to letter grades for each course that will appear on your transcript, we will use the 
following grading scheme: 
 

Grade Percentage Grade Percentage Grade Percentage Grade Percentage Grade% 

  B+ 82.5 - 87.4 C+ 65.0 - 69.9 D+ 52.5 - 57.4.  

A 92.5 - 100 B 75.0 - 82.4 C 62.5 - 64.9 D 45.0 - 52.4 F < 40.0 

A- 87.5 - 92.4 B - 70.0 - 74.9 C - 57.5 - 62.4 D - 40.0 - 44.9  
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VI. General Reminders 

Academic Integrity is as relevant in this field course as it is at your home institution. Plagiarism, using the ideas or 
materials of others without giving due credit, cheating, or putting forth another student’s work as your own will not be 
tolerated. Any plagiarism, cheating, or aiding another to cheat (either actively or passively) will result in a zero for the 
assignment. Cases of academic dishonesty may be reported to your home institution. 
 
Assignment deadlines are necessary so course instructors can get the grading done on time. These deadlines need to be 
enforced so that diligent students aren’t penalized for being punctual. Therefore, work submitted late may receive a 
lower grade than equivalent work submitted on time. If you think circumstances may keep you from completing your 
work on time, talk to the instructor before the assignment is due. 
 
Participation and attendance are crucial throughout this project. Because of the demanding schedule and limited time, 
all components of the program are mandatory (unless indicated) and missing even one lecture can have a proportionally 
greater effect on your final grade. Hence, it is important to be prompt and prepared (i.e., with required equipment) for 
all activities. 

Students with special needs should meet with the lead instructor as soon as possible to discuss any special 
accommodations that may be necessary. 

 
VII. Academic Schedule & Course Content 

The anticipated daily itinerary is outlined in the following table, but scheduling is subject to change according to local 
conditions (e.g. weather, tides, availability of guest researchers/managers/community members, and ‘strategic 
opportunism’). We seek your cooperation in allowing for some flexibility with the programming. 
 

2018 

 

Location Lecture Topics & Activities 

Saturday, 14 April 2018 AM 

 

Arrival George Airport 13:15  / Travel to Sedgefield or Wilderness 

 
PM Wilderness Overview / Safety Briefing / Logistics / Welcome Dinner 

Sunday, 15 April 2018 AM 

 

Area Introductions  / Literature Discussion / Shopping 

 
PM Wilderness Field & Cultural Journals 

Monday, 16 April 2018 AM Wilderness or Shark Lab 

NEW MOON PM Mosselbaai Student Check-In / Responsibilities  

Tuesday, 17 April 2018 AM Pinnacle Point Human Origins & Cultural Introduction 

 
PM Vleesbaai Coastal Ecology / Habitats / Naturalist Notetaking 

Wednesday, 18 April 2018 AM 

 

Day Hike - Grinnell Naturalist Journaling Introduction  

 
PM Vleesbaai Nature Writing Introduction  / Rocky Shores Introduction 

Thursday, 19 April 2018 AM 

 

Coastal / Intertidal Ecology 

 
PM Vleesbaai Debrief 

Friday, 20 April 2018 AM 

 

Birding Introduction 

 
PM Vleesbaai Debrief 

Saturday, 21 April 2018 AM 

 

Day Hike - Grinnell Naturalist Journaling Introduction  

 
PM Gouritsmond Day Hike - Grinnell Naturalist Journaling Introduction  

Sunday, 22 April 2018 AM 

 

Fynbos Introduction & ID 

 
PM De Hoop NR Travel to De Hoop NP 

Monday, 23 April 2018 AM 

 

Grinnell Technique Review 

 
PM De Hoop NR Bird Surveys 

Tuesday, 24 April 2018 AM 

 

Intertidal Surveys 

 
PM De Hoop NR Grinnell Technique Review 
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Wednesday, 25 April 2018 AM 

 

Bird Surveys 

 
PM Arniston Debrief / Discussion / Write-up  

Thursday, 26 April 2018 AM 

 

Travel to Betty's Bay 

 
PM Arniston/Struisbaai  Penguin Colony 

Friday, 27 April 2018 AM 

 

Fynbos Surveys 

 
PM Kleinmond/Palmiet Travel to Miller's Point 

Saturday, 28 April 2018 AM Kleinmond/Palmiet or Introduction to Sea-Change 

 
PM Miller's Point Intertidal Walk & Familiairisation 

Sunday, 29 April 2018 AM 

 

Kelp Forest Ecology 

FULL MOON PM Miller's Point Cold Water Immersion - Snorkelling Techniques 

Monday, 30 April 2018 AM 

 

Underwater Tracking - Species of Interest 

 
PM Miller's Point Snorkelling Surveys 

Tuesday, 1 May 2018 AM 

 

Kelp Forest Ecology 

 
PM Miller's Point Snorkelling Surveys 

Wednesday, 2 May 2018 AM 

 

Kelp Forest Ecology 

 
PM Miller's Point Snorkelling Surveys 

Thursday, 3 May 2018 AM 

 

Kelp Forest Ecology 

 
PM Miller's Point Snorkelling Surveys 

Friday, 4 May 2018 AM Simons Town Marine Mammals Surveys 

 
PM Table Mountain NP Boat Trip  

Saturday, 5 May 2018 AM Cape Point Introduction to Terrestrial Mammals 

 
PM Table Mountain NP Animal Behaviour & Ethology 

Sunday, 6 May 2018 AM Cape Point Grinnell Naturalist Journaling 

 
PM Table Mountain NP Debrief & Review 

Monday, 7 May 2018 AM 

 

Conservation in an Urban Context 

 
PM Rondevlei (CTEET) Conservation in an Urban Context 

Tuesday, 8 May 2018 AM 

 

Bird Surveys 

 
PM Bokbaai Travel & Logisitics 

Wednesday, 9 May 2018 AM 

 

Group Projects 

 
PM Bokbaai Group Projects 

Thursday, 10 May 2018 AM 

 

Group Projects 

 
PM Bokbaai Group Projects 

Friday, 11 May 2018 AM 

 

Group Projects 

 
PM Bokbaai Group Projects & Presentation 

Saturday, 12 May 2018 AM !Khwa ttu / Buffelsfontein San Bushmen Culture & History 

 
PM West Coast NP Private Game Reserve 

Sunday, 13 May 2018 AM 

 

Bird Surveys 

 
PM West Coast NP Logistics & Preparation 

Monday, 14 May 2018 AM Aquila Game Reserve Conservation Rehabilitation 

 
PM West Coast NP Discussion & Debrief 

Tuesday, 15 May 2018 AM Clanwilliam San Bushmen Culture & History 

NEW MOON 
PM Cederberg Wilderness 

Travel & Logisitics 
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Wednesday, 16 May 2018 AM 

 

Grinnell Naturalist Journaling 

 
PM Cederberg Wilderness Field Surveys 

Thursday, 17 May 2018 AM 

 

Grinnell Naturalist Journaling 

 
PM Cederberg Wilderness Philosophy of Wilderness 

Friday, 18 May 2018 AM 

 

Discussion & Debrief 

 
PM Clanwilliam Travel & Logistics 

Saturday, 19 May 2018 AM 

 

Travel & Logistics 

 
PM Augrabies Falls NP Arid Ecology & Management  

Sunday, 20 May 2018 AM 

 

Self-Study 

 
PM Augrabies Falls NP Wildlife Surveys (Ethology & Interactions) 

Monday, 21 May 2018 AM 

 

Travel & Logistics 

 
PM Kalahari Tswalu Discussion & Debrief 

Tuesday, 22 May 2018 AM 

 

Introduction to the Tracker Academy 

 
PM Kalahari Tswalu Wildlife Tracking 

Wednesday, 23 May 2018 AM 

 

Return to Origins: Present-Day Cultural Contexts 

 
PM Kalahari Tswalu Wildlife Tracking 

Thursday, 24 May 2018 AM 

 

Self-Study 

 
PM Kalahari Tswalu Wildlife Tracking 

Friday, 25 May 2018 AM 

 

Final Presentation 

 
PM Kalahari Tswalu Exam Preparation 

Saturday, 26 May 2018 AM 

 

Final Exam  

 
PM Kalahari Tswalu Safari Drive 

Sunday, 27 May 2018 AM 

 

Program Wrap-up & Review 

 PM Kimberley Pack-up & Travel  

Monday, 28 May 2018 AM Kimberley Travel & Departure 

 
PM 

 

Program Closes 

 


