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RS378: Disturbance Ecology 
Course Syllabus 

Department of Forest and 
Rangeland Stewardship 

Warner College of Natural Resources 
 

Instructor 
Name: Jeremy Sueltenfuss  
Office: 240E Michael Smith Natural Resources  
Phone: 970-491-6617  
E-M ail: Jeremy.Sueltenfuss@colostate.edu 
Office Hours: Monday 10:00-11:00; Tuesday 11:00-12:00.  

I also have an open-door policy.  When my door is open feel free to stop by anytime.  If you have trouble 
catching me, send me an email, or call to set up an appointment.  

 
Course Details 
Term:  Spring 2020 
Days: MW 
Hours: 11:00-11:50 
Location: 103 Walnut  
Course Credits: 2 

 

 
Course Overview 
Ecosystems respond to disturbances across many scales of space and time. From frequent small disturbances 
associated with the daily activities of animals (think burrowing prairie dogs) to infrequent large scale disturbances 
associated with natural disasters, ecosystems respond to, and are often maintained by, these disturbances. On top of 
this natural disturbance framework is the complexity of human disturbance. Ongoing human disturbances associated 
with urbanization, energy development, climate change, poor land management, and pollution create the need for 
professionals that can restore services to degraded ecosystems. The purpose of this course is to provide you with an 
in-depth understanding of the role that ecological disturbance plays in ecosystems. By understanding the role of 
disturbance and the subsequent processes of recovery you will have a greater appreciation for how ecosystems are 
managed and the tools that are used to guide their development. 

 
Course Goals and Objectives  
The goal of this class is to provide you with a foundation for understanding how ecosystems responds to disturbance. 
This foundation is critical for understanding how ecosystems can be managed and restored. Upon completing this class, 
students will: 

• Articulate the role of ecological disturbances in various ecosystems, 
• Describe the major ecological disturbances that occur in various ecosystems, 
• Explain the various trajectories that ecosystems may take after disturbance, 
• Analyze ecological data to infer the impact of disturbance on various ecosystems 

Students will demonstrate proficiency in these areas in the classroom during student presentations, written assignments 
and examinations. 
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Course Prerequisites 
In order to be successful in this class, students need to already have a thorough understanding of ecology. Specific CSU 
prerequisites are LAND 220 or LIFE 220 or LIFE 320. 

 
Required Texts and Materials 
There are no required texts for this course but there will be numerous reading assignments posted on Canvas. You will 
be expected to read these assignments prior to coming to class in order to fully understand lecture material and engage 
in discussions of the reading assignments. 

 
Library & Research Help 
The CSU Libraries Help Desk provides research and technical assistance either in person at Morgan Library or by 
phone at 970-491-1841. Jocelyn Boice is the librarian supporting this course. Contact her by email at 
jocelyn.boice@colostate.edu or by phone at 970-491-3882 to ask questions or set up an appointment for in-depth 
research help. 

 
Important Dates to Remember 
Classes Begin: Jan 21st  
End Restricted Drop Deadline: Jan 24th  
Spring Break: March 14th – 22nd  
Withdrawal Deadline: March 23rd   
Final Examination: Wednesday, May 6h  

 
Course Topics (refer to schedule at the end of this syllabus for more detail) 
1) Introduction to Disturbance Ecology 
2) Types of Disturbance 
3) Ecological Succession 
4) Soil Development 
5) Species response to Disturbance 
6) Disturbance in Various Ecosystems 

a) Grasslands 
b) Forests 
c) Aquatic Systems 
d) Caves 

 
Basis for Final Grade 
In order to meet the learning objectives of this course you will be evaluated based upon your performance/participation 
on the following: 

• Routine quizzes worth 25 points total 
• Two individual written assignments worth 50 points each 
• Three group assignments worth 25 points each. A portion of the grade for these will be participation as judged 

by your fellow group members. 
• Three exams worth 100 points each. There will be no final comprehensive exam 
• One final individual written reflection worth 25 points.  

 
There will be approximately 525 points awarded during the semester, but this might change, as I reserve the right to 
add or delete assignments as needed to ensure learning objectives are being met. 

 
Grading will be on a scale of 90 to 100% = A; 80 to 89.99% = B; 70 to 79.99% = C; 60 to 69.99% = D; <60% = F. 
The +/- system will not be used in this class. 
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Course Policies 
Late Work Policy 
Late assignments will be penalized 10% of the earned grade per day that the assignment is late (including weekend days). 
Turning in assignments by email is acceptable. 

 
Grades of "Incomplete" 
Per university policy, an instructor may assign temporary grade of Incomplete to a student who demonstrates that he 
or she could not complete the requirements of the course due to circumstances beyond the student's control and not 
reasonably foreseeable. A student must be passing a course at the time that an Incomplete is requested unless the 
instructor determines that there are extenuating circumstances to assign an Incomplete to a student who is not passing 
the course. When an instructor assigns an Incomplete, he or she shall specify in writing using the Department 
Incomplete Grade Form the requirements the student shall fulfill to complete the course as well as the reasons for 
granting an Incomplete when the student is not passing the course. The instructor shall retain a copy of this statement 
in his or her grade records and provide copies to the student and the department head or his or her designee. (Section 
I.6 of the Academic Faculty and Administrative Professional Manual) 

 
Disability Access 
Colorado State University is committed to providing reasonable accommodations for all persons with disabilities. 
Students with disabilities who need accommodations must first contact Resources for Disabled Students before 
requesting accommodations from the professor. Resources for Disabled Students (RDS; 
http://rds.colostate.edu/home) is located in room 100 of the General Services Building. Their phone is (970) 491-
6385 (V/TDD). Students who need accommodations in this course must contact the professor at the beginning 
of the semester to discuss needed accommodations. 

 
Attendance Policy 
Lecture materials will be posted on Canvas but this is not intended as a substitute for attending class. Not all information 
covered during class periods will appear on the posted lecture materials but students will be responsible for these 
materials in assignments and exams. Guest lectures may, or may not be posted. Regular attendance of class is expected 
and encouraged. There will be quizzes posted on Canvas throughout the semester that must be completed on time. 
There will be NO MAKEUP QUIZZES or EXAMS. Rescheduling of exams is only possible for official University- 
sanctioned activities and medical issues. 

 
Religious Accommodation 
Participation in official University activities, e.g., an out-of-town athletic event, or special religious observances may 
provide a legitimate reason for an excused absence. The student is responsible for discussing this with the instructor at 
the beginning of the semester. 

 
Final Exam Policy 
Final examination week is part of the regular semester. Student attendance shall be consistent with University policy. 

 
If a student has three or more examinations (not classes) scheduled for the same day or if conflicts of examination 
times occur, the student may negotiate a time change with the instructors involved. If the parties involved cannot find 
a mutually agreeable time, the Registrar's Office indicates which courses must be changed. Note: The Registrar’s 
Office must be notified at least one week prior to Final Examination Week to allow instructors time to make 
appropriate accommodations. It is the student’s responsibility to initiate negotiations. 

 
Any student who has a conflict with the examination schedule must inform the instructor as soon as possible before 
the examination. If an agreement cannot be reached between the instructor and student as to the appropriateness of a 
make-up examination the student should appeal to the department head. 
http://www.registrar.colostate.edu/final-exams 

 
Professionalism Policy 
Per university policy and classroom etiquette; mobile phones, electronic devices, etc. must be silenced during all 
classroom and lab lectures. Those not heeding this rule will be asked to leave the classroom/lab immediately so as to 
not disrupt the learning environment. Please arrive on time for all class meetings. Students who habitually disturb the 
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class by talking, arriving late, etc., and have been warned may suffer a reduction in their final class grade. 
When emailing the instructor or TA, please include your full name, CSU ID, and the course number in your email. 

 
Academic Integrity 
The Department of Forest and Rangeland Stewardship takes academic integrity seriously. At minimum, academic 
integrity means that no one will use another's work as their own. The CSU writing center defines plagiarism this way: 

 
Plagiarism is the unauthorized or unacknowledged use of another person's academic or scholarly work. Done 
on purpose, it is cheating. Done accidentally, it is no less serious. Regardless of how it occurs, plagiarism is a 
theft of intellectual property and a violation of an ironclad rule demanding "credit be given where credit is 
due." 
Source: (Writing Guides: Understanding Plagiarism. 
http://writing.colostate.edu/guides/guide.cfm?guideid=17) 

 
If you plagiarize in your work you could lose credit for the plagiarized work, fail the assignment, or fail the course. 
Each instance of plagiarism, classroom cheating, and other types of academic dishonesty will be addressed according 
to the principles published in the CSU General Catalog (under “Academic Integrity/Misconduct: 
http://catalog.colostate.edu/general-catalog/policies/students-responsibilities/ .) 

 
Of course, academic integrity means more than just avoiding plagiarism. It also involves doing your own reading and 
studying. It includes regular class attendance, careful consideration of all class materials, and engagement with the 
class and your fellow students. Academic integrity lies at the core of our common goal: to create an intellectually 
honest and rigorous community. Because academic integrity, and the personal and social integrity of which academic 
integrity is an integral part, is so central to our mission as students, teachers, scholars, and citizens, we will ask to you 
sign the CSU Honor Pledge as part of completing all of our major assignments.  

 
Title IX Information 
CSU’s Student Sexual Harassment and Violence policy, following national guidance from the Office of Civil Rights, 
requires that faculty follow CSU policy as a “mandatory reporter” of any personal disclosure of sexual harassment, 
abuse, and/or violence related experiences or incidents shared with the faculty member in person, via email, and/or in 
classroom papers or homework exercises. These disclosures include but are not limited to reports of personal 
relational abuse, relational/domestic violence, and stalking. While faculty are often able to help students locate 
appropriate channels of assistance on campus (e.g., see the CSU Health Network link below), disclosure by the 
student to the faculty member requires that the faculty member inform appropriate CSU channels to help ensure that 
the student’s safety and welfare is being addressed, even if the student requests that the disclosure not be shared. 

 
For counseling support and assistance, please see the CSU Health Network, which includes a variety of counseling 
services that can be accessed at: http://www.health.colostate.edu/.  And, the Sexual Assault Victim Assistance Team 
is a confidential resource for students that does not have a reporting requirement and that can be of great help to 
students who have experienced sexual assault. The web address is http://www.wgac.colostate.edu/need-help-support. 
Source: http://oeo.colostate.edu/title-ix-sexual-assault 

 
Non-Discrimination Statement 
Colorado State University does not discriminate on the basis of race, age, creed, color, religion, national origin or 
ancestry, sex, gender, disability, veteran status, genetic information, sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, 
or pregnancy. The University complies with the Civil Rights Act of 1964, as amended, related Executive Orders 11246 
and 11375, Title IX of the Education Amendments Act of 1972, Sections 503 and 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 
1973, Section 402 of the Vietnam Era Veterans’ Readjustment Assistance Act of 1974, as amended, the Age 
Discrimination in Employment Act of 1967, as amended, The Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978, Americans with 
Disabilities Act of 1990, the Civil Rights Act of 1991, the ADA Amendments Act of 2008, the Genetic Information 
Nondiscrimination Act of 2008, and all civil rights laws of the State of Colorado. Accordingly, equal opportunity of 
employment and admission shall be extended to all persons. The University shall promote equal opportunity and 
treatment in employment through a positive and continuing affirmative action program for ethnic minorities, women, 
persons with disabilities, and veterans. The Office of Equal Opportunity is located in 101 Student Services. Source: 
http://oeo.colostate.edu/non-discrimination-statement 
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Week Topic Day Activity Reading (Before Class) Assignment due 
1 Intro to 

Ecology/Disturbance 
Ecology 

Mon 
1/20 

No Classes   

Wed 
1/22 

Course Introduction   

2 Human Disturbance Mon 
1/27 

Human Disturbance   

Wed 
1/29 

Case Study: Ecological 
Footprint 

Ecological Footprint Case 
Study Reading 

Ecological Footprint 
Calculator 

3 Definitions of 
disturbance 

Mon 
2/3 

Group Activity #1 Oral Report Cohen and Tilman. Biosphere 
2 

Group Footprint Oral Report 

Wed 
2/5 

Nature of Disturbance   

4 Types of Disturbance Mon 
2/10 

Disturbed Environments   

Wed 
2/12 

Succession Johnson and Miyanishi. Ch 1  

5 Succession Mon 
2/17 

Guest Lecture - TBD   

Wed 
2/19 

Successional Theories  Essay - Succession 

6 Soil Development Mon 
2/24 

Exam 1  Exam 1 

Wed 
2/26 

Soil Development   

7 Dispersal and 
Recruitment 

Mon 
3/2 

Case Study: Collapsing 
Everglade Soils. Meet in 
Computer Lab (MSNR 243) 

Collapsing Everglade Soils 
Case Study Reading 

 

Wed 
3/4 

Dispersal and Recruitment  Group Lab Report – 
Everglade Soils 

8 Life Histories Mon 
3/9 

Life Histories   

Wed 
3/11 

Case Study: Restoring Beaver 
Floodplains 

Johnson and Miyanishi. Ch 9  

SPRING BREAK. NO CLASSES 
 
 



 

9 Species Interactions Mon 
3/23 

Species Interactions   

Wed 
3/25 

Invasive Species   

10 Invasions Mon 
3/30 

Case Study: Invasive Species. 
Meet in Computer Lab 
(MSNR 243) 

Invasive Species Case Study 
Reading 

 

Wed 
4/1 

Exam Review (OR GUEST 
LECTURE?) 

 Group Lab Report - Invasive 
Species  

11 Grasslands Mon 
4/6 

Exam 2  Exam 2 

Wed 
4/8 

Grasslands   

12 Forests Mon 
4/13 

Temperate Forests Rogers. 1996. Forest 
Disturbance Ecology  

 

Wed 
4/15 

Tropical Forests   

13 Aquatic Systems Mon 
4/20 

Case Study – Grand Ditch 
Restoration, Rocky Mtn NP. 
Meet in Computer Lab 
(MSNR 243) 

Grand Ditch Restoration Case 
Study Reading 

 

Wed 
4/22 

Marine Ecosystems   

14 Subterranean 
Ecosystems 

Mon 
4/27 

Caves  Grand Ditch Manuscript 

Global Human 
Disturbance 

Wed 
4/29 

Case Study: Global Climate 
Change 

IPCC Summary for Policy 
Makers 

 

15 Restoration Ecology Mon 
5/4 

Restoration Ecology Palmer et al. 2019. Restoration 
Ecology 

 

Wed 
5/6 

Exam 3   

16 Finals Week Wed 
5/14 

Course Reflection Essay   
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