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2015 California Naturalist at Sierra Streams Syllabus       
 

Lead Instructor / Course Facilitator 
Susan Sanford, BA Natural History and Biology 

susan@sierrastreamsinstitute.org 
Additional Facilitators 

Julia Berkey, BS Ecology and Evolutionary Biology  
julia@sierrastreamsinstitute.org, phone (530) 265-6090 x201 

Harrison Goldspiel, BA Environmental Studies 
   harrison@sierrastreamsinstitute.org, phone (530) 265-6090 x201 

Juliet Ryan-Davis, BA Geology, Education Studies 
juliet@sierrastreamsinstitute.org, phone (530) 265-6090 x207 

 
Course Description 
The California Naturalist Program seeks to foster a committed corps of volunteer naturalists and citizen 
scientists trained and ready to take an active role in natural resource conservation, education, and 
restoration.  The California Naturalist course will introduce you to the wonders of our local ecology and 
engage you in the stewardship of California’s natural communities.  The course will combine a rigorous 
science curriculum with guest lecturers, field trips and project-based learning to immerse you in the 
natural world of the northern Sierra foothills. 

 
By the end of this course, participants will be able to: 
• Understand what it means to be a naturalist 
• Understand the abiotic, biotic and cultural factors that make California and the northern Sierra foothills 
natural history and ecology unique 
• Demonstrate skills in making and recording natural history observations in a field notebook and on 
iNaturalist.org 
• Demonstrate skills in communicating and interpreting natural resource information 
• Apply knowledge of northern Sierra foothills ecosystems to local and global environmental issues. 
 
Components of the Course 
Class & Readings 
The class will be held on 10 Tuesday evenings over 11 weeks, March 17 to May 26, from 6-8:30pm. 
(No class on March 31 due to Spring Break). Evening classes meet at the Sierra Streams Institute office 
at 431 Uren St, Suite C, Nevada City, unless otherwise noted.  In preparation for lectures, all assigned 
readings from the California Naturalist Handbook should be completed before each class where they 
appear on the syllabus.  Evening classes will be a mix of lecture, discussion, and some outdoor 
exploration.  Dress appropriately for the weather – we might have a chance to go outside at a moment’s 
notice! 
 
Field Trips 
Saturday Field trips (March 21, April 11, April 18 and May 9) will start around 8:30 – 9 am and end 
around 12:30 – 1:30pm.  We will meet at the field trip site or Sierra Streams Institute office – info about 
when and where to go will be sent out to you before the trip. Participants may not bring guests, children, 
or pets on any field trips. 
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Graduation day 
Graduation day will be a potluck with Capstone Presentations on Tuesday, May 26, from 6 – 9:30pm at 
a location to be determined. 
 
Field Notebooks 
All participants are required to keep a field notebook during the course.  Instructors may check field 
notebooks periodically during the class or at the end.  We will be using these notebooks during class, on 
field trips and hopefully on your own time.  Keeping a field notebook is one of the best ways of 
fostering continued learning and getting to know a place intimately. 
 
iNaturalist 
Over the course of the California Naturalist class, each participant will be responsible for registering for 
an iNaturalist account (http://www.inaturalist.org/) and adding at least 1 observation to iNaturalist.  We 
will go over the iNaturalist web tool early in the course. 

 
Capstone Project 
Participants are required to complete a project in one of four areas:  Stewardship, 
Education/Interpretation, Citizen Science, or Program Support.  The Capstone project provides an 
opportunity for participants to integrate the in-class material with an applied work project that is done in 
conjunction with a natural resource agency or organization.  Participants are encouraged to work in 
teams when appropriate, and in the final class will deliver individual or group presentations on the 
projects.  Presentations will be 5 minutes long per person (so 15 minutes for a 3 person group).  The 
instructors will provide a Capstone Project proposal form, project ideas, and feedback as necessary. 
 
Attendance 
Participants are expected to attend all Tuesday evening classes.  If an evening class is missed, the 
participant will be expected to complete make-up activities on their own time at the direction of the 
instructor.  Please let us know if you are going to miss a class.  Only one evening class session can be 
missed.  One field trip can be missed without make-up work. 
 
Homework/Homeplay 
Reading is assigned for each class meeting (check the class schedule below), based on the topic to be 
covered that day.  Participants are expected to read the chapters and view the PDFs assigned for that day 
before the class meeting times so that the presentations can be supported by that foundation of 
knowledge. 
 
Volunteer Management System (VMS) 
Participants will be provided an on-line account to track their volunteer hours, including hours spent on 
their Capstone project.  Tracking volunteer hours is an essential way to show need and impact of a 
program like the California Naturalist Program. 
 
Other Information 
Participants may opt to pay an additional $80 to receive four UC Davis Extension undergraduate 
academic credits upon course completion and certification.  More information is on the website, 
http://cnssi.wordpress.com. 
 
This is, as best we can manage, a zero waste class.  Please bring a mug or water bottle for drinks.  We 
will provide washable plates and utensils.  We will be taking turns bringing snacks.  Please avoid single 
use items or excessive packaging.  There is a sink to wash dishes at the SSI office. 
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Required Items 
• The California Naturalist Handbook by Greg de Nevers, Deborah Stanger Edelman and 

Adina Merenlender (available at amazon.com) 
• An email account  
• A field notebook for nature observations and drawings, pencil(s) 
• Suggested but not required:  hand lens (10x), binoculars 
 
Recommended supplemental reading 
• The Laws Field Guide to the Sierra Nevada, Laws, J.M., Heyday Books: 2007  
• An Island called California, Bakker, E., University of California Press: 1984 
• A Natural History of California, Schoenherr, A.A., University of California Press: 1992 
• Introduction to California Plant Life (California Natural History Guides, 69), Ornduff et al., UC Press: 
2003 
• Trees and Shrubs of California (Calif. Natural History Guides 62), Stuart, Sawyer, UC Press: 2001 
• California Insects, Powell and Hogue, University of California Press: 1980 
• Spring Wildflowers of California of the Foothills, Valley and Coast (California Natural History 
Guides, 75), Munz, P.A., UC Press: 2004 
• Mammals of California (California Natural History Guides, 66), Jameson and Peters, UC Press: 2004 
• The Sibley Field Guide to Birds of Western North America, Sibley, D.A., Knopf Publishing: 2003 
 
Instructor / Facilitator Bios 
Susan Sanford grew up in the company of seashores and mountains in California and New Zealand.  The natural world has 
been a lifelong companion, and she delights in the company of those who want to come outside and play.  Susan studied 
natural history and biology at UC Santa Cruz, journalism at UC Berkeley, and did sound recording and editing for radio and 
films for many years. In addition to teaching the California Naturalist course, she teaches Nature Playshops, is a project 
coach and presentation consultant, and is the Coordinator for the Community Support Network of Nevada County, a 
collaborative of 60 organizations and 425 individuals who serve kids and families. She loves music and plays a bit of ukulele, 
has backpacked in the Sierra Nevada for many years, and is a certified California Naturalist. 
 
Julia Berkey is originally from Dedham, Massachusetts. She attended Tulane University in New Orleans. There she majored 
in Ecology and Evolutionary Biology and studied and worked at the Richards-Zawacki frog lab, which provided her with 
experience both in the lab and, during the summers, in the field in Panama. She also studied and worked abroad in South 
Africa. Since graduating, Julia has worked as a field technician in the Bighorn Mountains of Wyoming, helping to collect 
data on the habitat use and movement patterns of the Columbia Spotted frog. Julia is thrilled to serve her AmeriCorps term as 
a River Scientist with Sierra Streams Institute, where she will be able apply her love for ecological data collection and 
analysis towards gathering the data necessary to plan and implement watershed conservation and restoration projects. 
 
Harrison Goldspiel is a native of New York City. Growing up in Queens, he spent much of his time running and biking 
around large urban parks and trails, and playing on his neighborhood farm. At Brandeis University, Harrison spent much time 
in the woods and watersheds of greater-Boston, working on restoration projects, surveying vegetation, splitting firewood, and 
tapping maple trees. In his junior year of college, he hiked around rainforests and tropical mountains in Ecuador. During this 
time, Harrison conducted a rapid assessment of rare amphibians in a cloud forest that was slated for major road construction. 
He continued to study amphibians and wetlands at Archbold Biological Station in southern Florida, where he researched the 
interactions between fire, hogs, and frogs in seasonal ponds. In his spare time, he likes to read, hike, and go on long bike 
rides. He’s excited to live on the West Coast for the first time and to work as a River Scientist at Sierra Streams Institute. 
 
Juliet Ryan-Davis grew up in New England, spending her childhood mostly in a suburb of Boston with many escapes to the 
mountains of Vermont and New Hampshire. She graduated in 2013 from Middlebury College in Vermont, where she 
majored in Geology and minored in Education Studies. After graduating, Juliet spent four months living in Mammoth Lakes, 
California where she worked with the National Park Service at Devils Postpile National Monument. It was then that Juliet fell 
in love with the Range of Light, the Sierra Nevada Mountains! This past year, Juliet worked in the Los Angeles area as a 
Post-Baccalaureate Geology Researcher for a professor at Pomona College, exploring the Mojave Desert and the Sierra 
through fieldwork and scientific research. She is thrilled to have returned to a mountain lifestyle in Nevada City this year, 
where she is able to share her enthusiasm for science, research, and the outdoors with students as the Education Coordinator 
at SSI. 



2015 California Naturalist at SSI ~ Syllabus ~ Page 4 of 5 

Class Schedule 
Class 1- Tuesday, March 17     6:00-8:30pm  at SSI 
Introduction to Instructors; Introduction to California’s Natural Resources and the Cal Naturalist Program – 
Susan Sanford; Harrison Goldspiel and Juliet Ryan-Davis, SSI 
 

Reading:  PDF + Chapter 1 - California Natural History and the Role of Naturalists 
 
FIELD TRIP # 1 – Saturday, March 21 – See Field Trip info below. 
Class 2- Tuesday, March 24     6:00-8:30pm     at SSI 
Interpretation of Nature–Andrew Collins-Anderson, River People Coordinator at the South Yuba River Citizens 
League; Melony Vance, Development and Programs Manager at Bear Yuba Land Trust; Shelly Covert, 
Secretary of the Nevada City Rancheria Tribal Council, Nisenan Coordinator for the Firehouse No. 1 Museum, 
and Executive Director of the California Heritage: Indigenous Research Project (CHIRP). 
 

Reading:  PDF + Chapter 8 - Interpretation, Collaboration, and Citizen Science 
                        Create an account on the iNaturalist website http://www.inaturalist.org 
 

 
Tuesday, March 31 – Spring Break – No Class 

 
Class 3- Tuesday, April 7     6:00-8:30pm     at SSI 
Forest Ecology, Mammals and More – Chris Wemmer, PhD, Zoologist Emeritus, Smithsonian National 
Zoological Park; Bill Wilson, Biologist and Botanist 
 

 Reading: PDFs + Chapter 5 – Forest, Woodland, and Range Resources & Management; Ch. 6 – Animals  
 
FIELD TRIP # 2  – Saturday, April 11 – See Field Trip info below. 
Class 4- Tuesday, April 14     6:00-8:30pm     Start at SSI, then mini field-trip to Hirschman’s Pond 
‘Inimim Forest, Amphibians and some Entomology (Flex Week) – Tom Van Wagner, Board President of the 
Yuba Watershed Institute; Julia Berkey and Harrison Goldspiel, Restoration Coordinator AmeriCorps Members 
at SSI 

Reading: PDF + Chapter 6 – Animals 
SUBMIT CAPSTONE PROPOSALS – this week or next 

 
FIELD TRIP # 3 – Saturday, April 18 – See Field Trip info below. 
Class 5- Tuesday, April 21     6:00-8:30pm Meet at Hell’s Half Acre for mini field trip, then SSI 
Plants – Eric Engles, PhD, Botanist, Writer, UCSC Natural History Field Quarter; Ori Chafe, Restoration 
Ecologist, SSI 
 

Reading: PDF + Chapter 4 – Plants 
SUBMIT CAPSTONE PROPOSALS 
 

Class 6- Tuesday, April 28 6:00-8:30pm  Meet at Providence Mine for mini field trip, then SSI 
Geology, Climate, and Soils – Kyle Leach, Geologist, SSI; Juliet Ryan-Davis, Education Coordinator 
AmeriCorps Member, SSI 

 
Reading: PDF + Chapter 2 - Geology, Climate, and Soils  
 

Class 7- Tuesday, May 5     6:00-8:30pm          Meet at Pioneer Park for mini field trip, then SSI 
Water – Joanne Hild, Executive Director, SSI; Sol Henson, Education Coordinator, SSI; Kaitlyn Hacker, Lab 
Director, SSI  

 
Reading: PDF + Chapter 3 – Water 

 
FIELD TRIP # 4 – Saturday, May 9 – See Field Trip info below. 
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Class 8- Tuesday, May 12     6:00-8:30pm      at SSI 
Energy and Global Environmental Issues – Amber Taxiera, Outreach and Events Manager and Alexandria 
Keeble-Toll, Development Assistant, The Sierra Fund 
 

Reading: PDF + Chapter 7 - Energy and Global Environmental Challenges 
 

Class 9- Tuesday, May 19     6:00-8:30pm        at SSI 
Wildlife – Ann Westling, USFS 
 

Reading: PDF + Chapter 6 – Animals 
 

Class 10- Tuesday, May 26     6:00-9:30pm  Location TBA 
Graduation Potluck and Presentation of Capstone Projects 

 
CAPSTONE PROJECT PRESENTATIONS DUE 

* Classes will be a combination of lecture, guest presenters, and activities. 
* Field trips will be on Saturdays from 8 or 9am to 12:30 or 1:30pm on 3/21, 4/11, 4/18 and 5/9 

 
Field Trips 

 
The half-day and mini field trips will weave together the constituent aspects of natural history 

study including information about geology, soils, water, plants, forests, and wildlife. 
 
March 21 – Bridgeport:  Environmental Education/ Interpretation, iNaturalist, Tracking 

Kelly Hickman, Education Coordinator at SSI; Rick Ramos, hike leader at Group, Chapter and 
National levels for the Sierra Club & active Cal Naturalist; Rick Berry, Founder and Director of 
4 Elements Earth Education 

 
April 11 –Hirschman’s Pond:  Forest Ecology, Mammal Monitoring, Introduction to Phenology  
 Jeff Lauder, Ecologist at SSI; Ori Chafe, Restoration Ecologist at SSI 
 
April 18 –San Juan Ridge: Shady Creek Frog Study 

Tom Van Wagner, Board President, Yuba Watershed Institute; Julia Berkey and Harrison 
Goldspiel, River Scientists/AmeriCorps Members at SSI 

 
May 9 – Hirschman’s Pond:  Birding by Ear, Botany, Phenology 

Rudy Darling, Audubon Society; Eric Engles, PhD; Ori Chafe, Restoration Ecologist at SSI  
 

Saturday Field trips (March 21, April 11, April 18 and May 9) will start around 8:30 – 9 am and end 
around 12:30 – 1:30pm. We will meet at the field trip site or Sierra Streams Institute office – info about 
when and where to go will be sent out to you before the trip. Participants may not bring guests, children, 
or pets on any field trips. 

 
 

Thanks and appreciation to… 
• all the staff and presenters listed above 
• all SSI staff 
• 2014 SSI California Naturalists Jim Wofford and Joe Riley for assisting with classes and field trips 
• 2015 SSI California Naturalists! 

 
 


