Overview: The lesson plan aims to incorporate the theory of plant geography through practical exploration of and education about the students’ own regional ecology. Students will do their own personal ‘field work’ by finding and examining plant species native to their region, then compare species to those found in South American by the German explorer, Alexander von Humboldt. 

Background: In 1799, Prussian scientist and explorer Alexander von Humboldt set sail for South America. Among his chief accomplishments over this five year, 6000 mile journey were: The accurate remapping of the Americas, setting an altitude record (and inspiring generations of climbers after) with the volcano Chimborazo, and the education of America and Europe about the unique cultures of the people native to Latin and South America. Concerning natural science, Humboldt’s contributions are more than vast – his discoveries and influences span biology, geology, geography, astronomy, and climatology to name only a few. 

During his voyage, Humboldt collected and sent back to Europe more than 60,000 plant species, more than 3,000 of them then unknown to European botanists. During his five years of extensive examination and collection, Humboldt made note that many species found in Europe where also evident in the Americas – thus he became the first to systematically study the role factors like altitude and geology affect plant life (the branch of science called plant geography). Although similarities were obvious, plant and animal diversity was also well noted by Humboldt in his observations and specimen collections. His work showed that differences in climate from one continent to the next were not enough to explain such extreme differences in the flora and fauna – a precursor to and heavy influence to Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution. 

Materials: 

· Examples of Humboldt’s field notes, for comparison of plant species he encountered in the Americas. (Provided)

· Notebook for observations and drawings. Optional: drawing materials, such as colored pencils. 

· Access, either under school supervision or individually at home, to some sort of environment with plants available for detailed study. 

Age: 5th – 8th year

Premise: After reviewing plants species native/not native to the students’ region, they will then do their own field research and will be encouraged to not only verbally describe various species of plants found (outside or inside, i.e. houseplants) but also to visually draw the specimens as Humboldt would have done before the age of photography. Back again in the classroom, students can then compare and contrast their own plant findings with those Humboldt encountered during his expedition. What plants species are alike? What plant species are different? From the various similarities and differences in flora, discussions can be then lead into the branch of science for which Humboldt is attributed as being the father of. This branch is called plant geography  – the idea that plants occur over the surface of the Earth in well-defined patterns that are closely correlated with both climate and the history of the planet.

Subject Matter: Biology, Botany, Visual Arts, World History

Curricular Uses:

· Biology: ecology of South America and Latin America 
· Botany: introduction to plant geography, classification of plant species
· Visual Arts: botanical illustration
· World History: Influences of Alexander von Humboldt, history of the age of exploration
