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Use this activity only if you used  
Activity E01. Visiting Wildland Fire. 
 
Lesson Overview: Students view the same photo 
presentation they saw in Activity E01, which shows 
wildland fires in a variety of plant communities and 
ecosystems, and some of the plants and animals that 
they learned about in the curriculum. When they first 
saw this presentation, it was accompanied by a short narrative. This time, they narrate the 
presentation themselves. Afterward, they discuss their feelings about wildland fire and whether 
they have changed from the feelings recorded in Activity E01. Finally, in the Assessment, they 
consider how difficult a fire manager’s job might be. 
 
Lesson Goal: Reinforce students’ understanding that wildland fire is a complicated process that 
can benefit ecosystems but can also harm people and homes so it must be carefully managed. 
Demonstrate to students how much they have learned. Provide a supportive environment in 
which students can express their feelings – both positive and negative - about wildland fire. 
 
 
Objectives: Given a series of photos that they have seen before, 

• Students can describe different organisms and their relationships with fire. 

• Students can express their feelings about wildland fire and compare/contrast them with 
feelings when they began the curriculum.  

• Students can imagine the job of a fire manager and describe its difficulty. 

 

Standards:   1st 2nd 3rd  4th 5th 

CCSS Writing  2, 7, 8 2, 7, 8 2, 7, 10 2, 7, 9, 10 2, 7, 9, 10 

  Speaking/Listening 1, 2, 4, 6 1, 2, 4, 6 1, 2, 4, 6 1, 2, 4, 6 1, 2, 4, 6 

 Language 1, 2, 4, 6 1, 2, 4, 6 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 

NGSS From Molecules to 
Organisms: 

 LS1.B 
 

 LS1.B LS1.A    

17. Revisiting Wildland Fire 
 

Subjects: Science, Writing, 
Speaking and Listening, Arts, 
Environmental Education 
Duration: one half-hour session 
Group size: Whole class 
Setting: Indoors 
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Structure and 
Processes 

Ecosystems: 
Interactions, Energy, 
and Dynamics   LS2.A      LS2.A 

Biological Evolution: 
Unity and Diversity 

 
LS4.D LS4.C 

  
Earth’s Place in the 
Universe 

 
ESS1.C 

  
 

 Engineering Design  ETS1.B    

 Earth’s Systems     ESS2.D     

EEEGL 
  

Strand 1 A, C, F, G  A, C, F, G  
Strand 2.1 A A 

 Strand 2.2 A, B, C A, B, C 
 

Teacher background: This activity provides a way to briefly review concepts covered 
throughout the curriculum. Just as in Activity E01, the Assessment in this activity also provides 
an opportunity for students to express their feelings about wildland fire and have them 
validated in a supportive environment. Students may express anger and grief, especially if they 
have experienced fire firsthand. Be prepared to honor these feelings and provide support as 
needed.  

 

Materials and preparation: 

• Download E017_VisitingWildlandFire.pptx for presentation. The photos are the same as 
those used in E01_VisitingWildlandFire, but the narrative has been fleshed out so you 
can use it to prompt students or check their comments for accuracy. Try to avoid using it 
as a narrative. 

• Find the flipchart with questions that students asked about fire in Activity E01. Visiting 
Wildland Fire. Post it in the classroom. 

• Find the flipchart with students’ feelings recorded at the end of Activity E01. Don’t post 
it just yet. 

 

Procedure: 
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1. Explain: For our final activity studying wildland fire, we’re going to go back to the first 
activity we did to discover what we have learned about fire and to describe our feelings 
about it.  

2. Go through the questions that came up in Activity E01 (recorded on a flipchart). Ask 
students to answer them now that they are experts on wildland fire. If they can’t, you can 
either help or suggest that they consult a local expert or do some research to find answers. 

3. Explain: Now we will watch the same presentation that we saw at the start of our study of 
wildland fire. Last time, we had a short narrative about each photo. This time, you will 
explain what’s going on in each photo, as if you were explaining about wildland fire to a 
friend or family member.  

4. Go through the presentation E17_VisitingWildlandFire.pptx. Ask students to provide 
information about each slide. When you get to the slides that show fire behavior, ask 
students to describe the kind of fire shown. Try to avoid narrating the slides yourself. 
Instead, use the notes provided below and with the slides to draw out ideas from the 
students. 

Slide 
1 

Here is a look at some of the wildlands that you might 
see in the northern Rocky Mountains and the North 
Cascades. We don’t see any flames in this picture, but 
fire has visited here in the past. We know that 
because, over the past hundreds of years, fire has 
visited nearly every landscape in this region. Unless 
an area was covered by snow, water, or rock, it 
probably has a history of fire. 

 
Slide 
2 

Here is a “creepy crawly” surface fire burning in a 
ponderosa pine/Douglas-fir forest. Surface fuels are 
burning: litter, fallen trees and branches, and low 
plants, including grass, wildflowers, shrubs, and tree 
seedlings. Duff could also be burning, especially 
where it is deep at the base of the big tree; we can’t 
tell from this photo. 
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Slide 
3 

This is what the land looks like after that kind of fire. 
Most of the seedlings in this burned stand of 
ponderosa pines and firs are dead. Most of the litter 
has been removed. The fire is mostly out, but duff 
could be smoldering at the base of the big pine. 
 

Slide 
4 

The ponderosa pine tree on the left has survived 
many fires. Frequent surface fires were typical in this 
kind of forest up until about 1900. Since then, there 
have been few surface fires. As a result, lots of 
undergrowth has developed. These plants are now 
ladder fuels that could help a surface fire get into the 
crowns of the big old trees. 

 
Slide 
5 

 
This is arrowleaf balsamroot, a wildflower that occurs 
in low-elevation forests dominated by ponderosa 
pine. It has a thick underground stem called a caudex, 
which enables it to survive most fires and reproduce 
really well after fires. 
 

Slide 
6 

This is a pileated woodpecker, which feeds on insects 
(mostly ants) and loves to nest in big, old trees. Many 
big trees have persisted and avoided being killed by 
crown fire because frequent surface fires removed the 
young trees growing beneath them. This removed 
ladder fuels and competition for moisture from 
understory plants. 
 

Slide 
7 

This is a “roaring treetop” crown fire in a stand of 
lodgepole pines. Severe fires like this are typical in 
lodgepole pine forests of the northern Rocky 
Mountains and the North Cascades. They often run 
through the tree crowns, which grow close together 
and are sometimes even interlocking. The fires occur 
every hundred years or so, killing most of the trees. 
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Slide 
8 

Crown fires kill most of the trees in a stand. Unburned 
patches may be left, although this photo doesn’t show 
any. The photo shows that the ground is covered by 
ash, which means that there is no surface vegetation 
or litter left to protect the soil from the impact of 
raindrops and subsequent erosion. However, the fire 
probably only top-killed many plants, leaving their 
“buried treasures” intact and able to sprout new 
growth. 

Slide 
9 

Lots of insects come to a forest after fires to feed on 
the damaged or dead wood. This beetle is one of the 
first to arrive in big, severe burns. It can detect heat 
from miles away; it comes to burned areas while the 
fires are still smoldering and lays its eggs under the 
bark. This environment provides protection and food 
for the larvae. We also studied the mountain pine 
beetle in this class; the pine beetle feeds on the 

cambium of mature pines and kills the trees. 
 

Slide 
10 

Here is a black-backed woodpecker. This bird arrives 
soon after severe fires to eat the insects (eggs, larvae, 
and adults of various species) under the bark of the 
dead trees. It will nest in the area and stay around for 
a few years. As food supplies decline, it will move on 
to a newly-burned area. 
 

Slide 
11 

Here is a patch of fireweed. This plant has 
underground stems (rhizomes) that survive most 
fires. It sprouts in the year after fire and flowers 
abundantly because it has lots of sunlight, plenty of 
water (previously used by the trees), and plenty of 
nutrients in the ash layer. In the next few years, it 
produces millions of seedlings and flowers. 
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Slide 
12 

Here are thousands of lodgepole pine seedlings that 
became established after a severe fire. They came 
from seeds in serotinous cones. Before the fire, the 
cones were sealed by a hard resin and stored 
throughout the tree crowns. The fire melted the 
resin. That opened the cones, and their seeds fell out 
and found perfect conditions on the ground for 
germination and establishment: lots of sunlight, bare 

soil, and moisture (which had been taken up by the mature trees in the past).  
 

Slide 
13 

Here is a “rollercoaster fire” in a high-elevation forest 
that has some whitebark pines and some subalpine 
firs. Fires don’t occur often in this kind of forest 
because it is cool and summers are short. Fires spread 
from one tree patch to another through the surface 
fuels, which are often discontinuous. The forest 
doesn’t have continuous tree cover, like lodgepole 
pine forests do, so it can’t support crown fire – 

although fires do torch in occasional patches of trees. 
 

Slide 
14 

Here is a stand of whitebark pine where most of the 
trees are dead. They may have been killed by 
mountain pine beetle or white pine blister rust even 
before a fire came through. Some plants are growing 
here, but there is also a lot of bare soil. It will be a 
long time before the site has fuels continuous enough 
to burn again. We can see a few whitebark seedlings 
in the photo, as well as some other trees. Many 

whitebark communities have lost so many trees to mountain pine beetle and white 
pine blister rust that there are no seeds available for generating a new whitebark pine 
forest. 
 

Slide 
15 

This big old whitebark pine has probably survived 
several fires – or perhaps it is growing in gravelly soils, 
where there are no surface fuels through which a fire 
could spread to reach it. 
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Slide 
16 

Here is a Clark’s Nutcracker. This bird harvests the 
seeds of whitebark pines and buries many of them 
underground so it can eat them later. It really likes to 
bury seeds in burned areas where lots of landmarks 
are visible. But it doesn’t retrieve every seed that it 
buries, so some germinate and grow even in the 
middle of large burns, which wind-dispersed seeds 
can’t easily reach. 

Slide 
17 

Here is a clump of whitebark pine seedlings that grew 
from seeds that nutcrackers buried. Whitebarks often 
occur in groups of 3 to 5 or more, because they 
originated in seed caches made by nutcrackers. 
 

Slide 
18 

Wildland fires can burn for days or weeks after the 
flames have passed. They may burn in tree trunks, 
roots, duff, or the soil itself. The changes caused by 
the fires last a long time too - sometimes for hundreds 
of years. Fires can be very dangerous and destructive, 
but they can also create habitat that is essential for 
some plants and animals. 
 

 

5. Ask: Do you want to answer any more of the flipchart questions? Do you want to add more 
questions? Record these and suggest a way to answer any new questions. 

6. Display the flipchart on which you recorded their feelings about fire in Activity E01. Remind 
students: People’s feelings often differ without being “right” or “wrong,” so all of the 
feelings from class members in the past are valid and deserve respect. If they have new or 
changed feelings, those also deserve respect. Ask if they want to add to the list or discuss 
changes in their feelings. If students express grief and anger about fire, offer sympathy and 
support.  

 

Assessment: Ask the students to answer these 5 questions on a sheet of paper: 

1. What is one new thing that you have learned about how fires burn in wildlands? 



April 3, 2020 E17  

2. What is one new thing that you have learned about how wildland fires affect plants, 
animals, or fungi? 

3. What are two words that describe your feelings about wildland fire?  

4. Do you think your feelings about fire have changed? Explain. 

5. Fire managers have to make sure that plants and animals have enough fire to stay 
healthy, but they also have to keep fire from hurting people and their homes. Do you 
think this is a hard job or an easy one? Explain. 

 

Evaluation: 

 Question Successful Unsuccessful 

1 Provides 1 correct fact about fire 
spread in wildlands. 

“Fact” is incorrect or missing. 

2 Provides 1 correct fact about fire 
effects on an organism. 

“Fact” is incorrect or missing. 

3 Provides 2 “feeling” words. Provides 0-1 “feeling” words. 

4 Answers question and gives logical 
explanation. 

Does not answer question or does not 
give logical explanation. 

5 Answers question and gives logical 
explanation. 

Does not answer question or does not 
give logical explanation. 
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