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Lesson Overview: Students consider their thoughts and 
feelings about wildland fire before and after a presentation 
about wildland fire. Then, using a reading activity, students 
read and analyze an article about the Storrie Fire of 2000 
on the Plumas and Lassen National Forests. 
 
Lesson Goal: Increase students’ understanding that 
wildland fire is a complicated process, has complicated 
effects, and may generate complicated feelings. 
 
Objectives:  

• Students can use images to make observations and inferences about wildland fire. 
• Students can explain details about the Storrie Fire. 

 
Standards:   9th 10th 11th 12th 
Common Core 
ELA Reading Literature 1,4,10 1,4,10 
  Speaking and Listening 1,2,3,4 1,2,3,4 
  Language Standards 1,2 1,2 
  History/Social Studies 1,2,3,4,10 1,2,3,4,10 
  Science/Technical Subjects 2,4,8,10 2,4,10 
NGSS Interdependent Relationships in Ecosystems  LS2.A, LS2.C, LS4.D 
  Earth's Systems ESS2.A 
  Human Sustainability ESS3.B 
  Natural Selection and Evolution LS4.C 
EEEGL Strand 2.1 A 
  Strand 2.2 C 
  Strand 2.3 B,E  
  Strand 2.4 A 

 
  

Subjects: Science, Writing, Speaking 
and Listening 
Duration: 45 minutes 
Class Arrangement: Whole class 
and groups 
Setting: Indoors 
FireWorks vocabulary: ecosystem, 
ecological community, fire 
behavior, wildland, wildland fire 
  
 
 

1. Introduction to Wildland Fire in the Sierra Nevada 
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Materials and preparation: 
• Make copies of H01-1 and H01-2 for each student.  
• Download the presentation H01_WildlandFireObservations.pptx. 
 
Procedure: 
1. Hook: Ask students to take out a sheet of paper and make a list of the pros (good things) 

and cons (bad things) about wildland fire.  
 

2. Have students share what they wrote. Ask which column has more written in it.  
 

3. Ask students to turn their paper over and divide it in half. Label the 2 sides “Observations” 
and “Questions.” Show the presentation H01_WildlandFireObservations.pptx. The photos 
are arranged in 5 groups. (See the photos and notes below.) Stop after each group of 
photos and ask students to add items to (a) their lists of observations and questions and (b) 
their list of pros and cons. If students want to back up and revisit some photos, that is OK. 
 

4. After the presentation is over, ask your students to share their observations and questions. 
Then ask for any items that they added to their lists of pros and cons. 
 

5. For the reading assignment (H01-1), students will need to understand the terms ecosystem 
and ecological community, so review: An ecological community includes all of the living 
things in an ecosystem – plants, animals, fungi, and microorganisms. An ecosystem includes 
the living things plus the nonliving parts of the ecosystem, such as soil, water, and air. 

 
6. Give each student a copy of H01-1 “What We Don’t Know About Wildfire Can Hurt Us” by 

Jane Braxton Little. Give students time to read the whole page.  
 

7. Break the class into four groups and assign one of the four paragraphs in the article to each 
group. Explain that students in each group will become experts on the questions about their 
paragraph and will answer ONLY the questions about their section on the handout. They 
should ignore the final question (“Use your expertise”) for now. 
 

8. Regroup the class and select one person from each group to share their questions and 
answers with the entire class. After all groups have shared their questions and answers, 
discuss and answer the final question together (“Use your expertise”). 
 

9. Ask students to describe connections among their pro-con lists, the presentation, the 
article, and their answers to the final question on the handout.  

 
Assessment: Because this is an introductory lesson meant to evoke diverse thoughts and 
feelings about wildland fire, this activity does not have an assessment.  
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Slides and Narrative for H01_WildlandFireObservations.pptx 

Slide 1 

Wildland fire: 
Observations &
Questions

Photo by Rick Trembath. Used with permission.  

 

Slide 2 

Photo Group #1

 

Theme: houses burning/burned 
 
 

Slide 3 

{

USDA Forest Service photo provided by Cathy Stewart.
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Slide 4 

USDA Forest Service photo provided by Jack Cohen.

 

 

Slide 5 

Photo provided by Rick Trembath. Used with permission.

 

 

Slide 6 

Photo by Rick Trembath. Used with permission.
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Slide 7 

Photo Group #2

 

Theme: low-severity fire 
 
 

Slide 8 

Photo by Ilana Abrahamson. Used with permission.

 

 

Slide 9 

USDA Forest Service photo by Emily Heyerdahl.
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Slide 10 

Photo Group #3

 

Theme: stand-replacing fire 
 
 

Slide 11 

NPS photo by Jim Peaco.

 

 

Slide 12 

USDA Forest Service photo provided by Cathy Stewart.
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Slide 13 

 Need active crown fire 

NPS photo by Jeff Henry.  

 

Slide 14 
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Slide 15 

Photo Group #4

 

Theme: more postfire photos 
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Slide 16 

USDA Forest Service photo provided by Ilana Abrahamson 

 

 

Slide 17 

USDA Forest Service photo provided by Ilana Abrahamson 

 

 

Slide 18 
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Slide 19 

USDA Forest Service photo provided by Ilana Abrahamson 

 

 

Slide 20 

USDA Forest Service photo provided by Ilana Abrahamson 

 

 

Slide 21 

Photo Group #5
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Slide 22 

USDA Forest Service photo provided by Ilana Abrahamson 

 

 

Slide 23 

USDA Forest Service photo by Nancy E. McMurray.

 

 

Slide 24 

USDA Forest Service photo provided by Ilana Abrahamson  
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Handout H01-1: Excerpts from “What We Don’t Know About Wildfire Can Hurt Us” 
Jane Braxton Little, High Country News (www.hnc.org) 
Entire article available: https://www.hcn.org/wotr/13510 
 
In my backyard in northeastern California, the Storrie Fire started Aug. 17, 2000, and burned 
56,000 acres near the Feather River. Tearing up the steep canyon slopes, it romped through 
stands that had been heavily logged and through pristine areas where no roads had ever been 
built. Local loggers and environmentalists alike bemoaned the devastation, some mourning the 
loss of sawlogs, others the beauty of old-growth cathedrals. My on-the-ground exploration 
revealed far less catastrophe. Some forest stands within the Storrie fire were truly scorched - 
the heat so intense it cooked the soil, thwarting most new growth for years. Entire hillsides 
were reduced to black specters towering over charred ground. 

But other places were not only spared devastation; the fire improved them. Above Yellow Creek 
tiny oaks were pushing through the soil beside still- smoking stumps. The following spring, a 
profusion of lilies, paintbrush and penstemon graced glades along Soda Creek, liberated by the 
fire from the young white firs that had been rapidly taking over. The fire killed several half-acre 
clusters of cedar, pine and red fir, creating sun-filled openings for nature to start afresh. Here 
the ground among the blackened snags was already green with tiny seedlings. 

Most veteran trees survived, their needled canopies intact, still shading an open forest floor. 
Flames licked at their bases, sometimes marking the ancient trunks with black streaks running 
up as high as 15 feet. The fire scoured out the ground litter, cleansing mountainsides and creek 
canyons of decades of debris. Evening grosbeaks flashed golden among pine branches and fresh 
scratches in aspen bark marked the recent presence of a bear. This was no "nuclear winter." A 
U.S. Forest Service review of the Storrie Fire estimated that 14 percent of the area burned 
intensely. Two-thirds of it - an area twice the size of Manhattan - enjoyed the creeping surface* 
fires that forest managers struggle to set in imitation of natural fire regimes. 
 
Federal officials blame the dearth of data on the agency's traditional preoccupation with fire 
suppression and timber harvest, a decades-old double-whammy generating management 
policies that ignore the role of natural fire in the evolution of ecosystems. As public values for 
national forestlands shift from sawlogs to recreation, managing wildland fire* becomes 
essential. We can't manage what we don't know. Understanding the effects of wildland fire is 
part of understanding and restoring Western ecosystems. Even armed with sound data about 
what happens inside the firelines, federal officials may never quell the public controversy over 
fire. Without it, they have no chance. 

*These terms have been changed from the original article to be consistent with standard definitions used in 
wildland fire management and research. “Surface fires” was originally “ground fires”. “Wildland fire” was originally 
“wildfire”.  
 
  

http://www.hnc.org/
https://www.hcn.org/wotr/13510
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Handout H01-2.                                                 Name: ___________________ 
 
Instructions: Please use “What We Don’t Know About Wildfire Can Hurt Us” by Jane Braxton Little to 
answer the following questions in complete sentences.  

Paragraph #1:  
1. When did the Storrie Fire start and how many acres did it burn? 
 
2. Describe the location and terrain of the Storrie Fire. 
 
3. Explain how some people felt about the Storrie Fire. 
 
4. Even though the author’s “on-the-ground exploration” suggested “far less catastrophe” than 
mourned by locals, what negative ecological impacts did she reveal?  
 
Paragraph #2:  
1. Describe the Storrie Fire area immediately after the fire. 

 
2. Describe the Storrie Fire area the following spring. 
 
3. Explain how the fire created open spaces. 
 
4. Why are open spaces ecologically important? 
 
Paragraph #3: 
1. Describe the veteran trees after the Storrie Fire. 
 
2. How did the Storrie Fire impact ground litter? 
 
3. What does the author mean when she says it was no “nuclear winter”?  
  
4. What percentage burned intensely and what portion burned with “creeping” fire?  
 
Paragraph #4: 
1. What does the author mean by a “dearth of data”? 
 
2. What does the author say that forest management policies are ignoring? 
 
3. Why does the author think it is now essential to manage wildland fire? 
 
4. What does the author hope will change if people have greater understanding of the effects of 
wildland fire? 
 
Use your expertise: The author says, “federal officials may never quell the public controversy over 
fire”. Describe one issue about fire that you think is controversial. 
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Handout H01-2 answer key 
 

Paragraph #1:  
1. When did the Storrie Fire start and how many acres did it burn? 
The fire started August 17, 2000, and 56,000 acres were burned. 
2. Describe the location and terrain of the Storrie Fire. 
Near the Feather River Canyon. Steep canyon slopes containing heavily logged stands and pristine 
roadless areas. 

3. Explain how some people felt about the Storrie Fire. 
People were “devastated”. Different people were sad about different things. 
4. Even though the author’s “on-the-ground exploration” suggested “far less catastrophe” than 
mourned by locals, what negative ecological impacts did she reveal? 
The heat from the fire scorched so intensely that soil was “cooked” and entire hillsides were charred. 
Paragraph #2:  
1. Describe the Storrie Fire area immediately after the fire. 
After the fire, tiny oaks pushed up through the soil. 
2. Describe the Storrie Fire area the following spring. 
The following spring, wildflowers were abundant. These included lilies, paintbrush, and penstemon. 
3. Explain how the fire created open spaces. 
The fire killed clusters of cedar, pine, and red fir, which created sun-filled spaces. 
4. Why are open spaces ecologically important? 
Open spaces create opportunities for nature to begin again, covering the ground with seedlings.  
Paragraph #3: 
1. Describe the veteran trees after the Storrie Fire. 
Most veteran trees survived but had black streaks on their trunks as high as fifteen feet.  
2. How did the Storrie Fire impact ground litter? 
The fire burned away litter on the ground in mountains and canyons.  
3. What does the author mean when she says it was no “nuclear winter”?  
 It was not a “nuclear winter” because there was abundant life in the burned areas after the fire. 
4. What percentage burned intensely and what portion burned with “creeping” fire?  
Fourteen percent of the fire burned intensely and two-thirds burned with “creeping” fire.  
Paragraph #4: 
1. What does the author mean by a “dearth of data”? 
This is not completely clear. She may be saying that people do not have complete information on the 
effects of wildland fire, especially the beneficial effects. 
2. What does the author say that forest management policies are ignoring? 
The role of natural fire in the evolution of ecosystems.  
3. Why does the author think it is now essential to manage wildland fire? 
Managing wildfire becomes essential as the public’s interest shifts from timber harvesting to recreation. 
4. What does the author hope will change if people have greater understanding of the effects of 
wildland fire? 
She hopes that understanding the effects of wildland fire will help people restore Western ecosystems.  
Use your expertise: The author says, “federal officials may never quell the public controversy over 
fire”. Describe one issue about fire that you think is controversial. 
Many issues could be mentioned: economic, environmental, social, and political. 
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