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Plant Distribution at Oak 
Canyon Nature Center 

 

Oak Canyon Nature Center 

6700 E. Walnut Canyon Rd. 
Anaheim, CA (714) 998-8380 

 

The Nature Center is located at 6700 E. 
Walnut Canyon Road, Just off Nohl Ranch 
Road, adjacent to the Anaheim Hills Golf 

Course. 

 

Summary of Activity: Two visits to 
Oak Canyon Nature Center. 
On the first visit students will 

learn to identify local plants 
and learn to interpret a 

topographic map of Oak 
Canyon. On the second visit, 
small groups of students will 

prepare botanical field maps of 
Oak Canyon and use them as 

a basis for preparing maps of 
the ecological communities at 
Oak Canyon. 

 

FEE: $2.00 DONATION 

 

Skills to be Developed 

1. Knowledgebase. Native plant identification. Topographic map interpretation. 
2. Situational awareness. Orienteering with the use of a topographic map. 

3. Empirical science / characterization. Botanical field mapping characterizes existing 
conditions. 

4. Synthesis. Pattern recognition and organization of shared patterns into related 

groups. 

What students will turn in for credit: First visit – 1) quiz. Second visit - Each group will submit the 
following: 1) Topographic map indicating the distribution of their assigned plant; 2) Oak 

Canyon Distribution Study II Worksheet; 3) Ecological Communities Map; and 4) Class 
Discussion on Community Distribution. 
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Introduction: 

This is a two-part fact-finding exercise that will involve two separate field visits to the Oak 
Canyon Nature Center in Anaheim Hills, CA. The tasks we will be performing are meant to 

simulate the first stages of a scientific investigation which may or may not lead to anything 
of real interest. 

Background: 

An aerial survey of Oak Canyon suggests that the distribution of plants is not uniform 

within the canyon. Based on aerial photographs, there appears to be a concentration of 
trees or large shrubs at the canyon floor. The walls of the canyon appear to be sparsely 
populated – especially on south-facing slopes. 

These observations are interesting, but we cannot be certain if they are meaningful or 
important – not by aerial photography alone. 

Project Mission: 

The overall project mission is to discover the details in the plant distribution patterns 

within Oak Canyon. Based on an analysis of these findings, make a determination as to the 
magnitude and scope of ecological interest and importance of plant distribution in Oak 

Canyon. 

In order to accomplish this mission, the work will be performed on two separate visits. 

The mission of the first visit is to develop the following two skills: 1) Students will learn to 

identify the major plants residing in the canyon; and 2) Students will learn how to interpret 
a topographic map of the canyon and to indicate locations on it.  

The mission of the second visit is to plot the canyon-wide locations of the main plants of 
the canyon plants. Using our distribution maps, one of our goals is to discover patterns in 
the distribution of plants at Oak Canyon. Based on these distribution patterns, we will seek 

to recognize the presence of several different ecological communities. Finally, we will 
perform a brief analysis to explain the observed patterns. 

Expected Outcomes 

1. The development of a useful and reasonably comprehensive listing of the major 

plants in Oak Canyon. 
2. Initial exploration. 
3. The development of a map that indicates the locations of the different plant types 

throughout the canyon. 
4. We will evaluate interesting plant distribution patterns in terms of the principles and 

concepts of ecological communities.  

Part I Work Plan (Orienteering and Plant ID) 

Your instructor will lead you on a hike through parts of Oak Canyon. He / she will point 
out different plants along the way. Your job is to carefully inspect each plant and write 

down notes about the plant’s interesting characteristics and adaptations. 

At the end of the hike, you will need to prepare a list of the plants encountered on the hike. 
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Part II Work Plan (Mapping Plant Distribution, and Recognizing Ecological Communities) 

We will be plotting the locations of plants (by specific type) onto the topographic map 
(available at the end of this document). Your instructor will assign plant species to each 

student or to groups of students. Your job is to travel the canyon paths for the purpose of 
finding your assigned plant species and then plotting its location onto the topographic map. 
Your instructor will explain how to mark your map. 

Use the aerial photograph, the topography of the land and your natural navigational 
abilities to estimate your whereabouts in the canyon. 

At the end of the session, the class will reassemble to work on worksheets and to discuss 
our findings. 

Ecological Communities 

Living things self-organize themselves in their environment according to their mix of traits 
and the mix of characteristics in their surroundings. As a result, the landscape of life is 
composed of recognizable patterns, as species with similar traits and needs collect in 

similar environments. Biologists refer to these natural groupings as “ecological 
communities.”  

Oak Canyon hosts the following ecological communities: 

Riparian (river side). This community is composed of species that reside adjacent to or 
near streams, creeks, rivers, lakes and other bodies of fresh water; influenced by high 

ground water tables. Generally dominated by large trees and large shrubs. 

Oak Woodland. A woodland community is dominated by trees, with significant open space 

between trees. Not as dense as a forest. This community can span large areas away from 
creeks. An “oak” woodland is a woodland dominated by oaks. 

Chaparral. A drought-tolerant community characterized by medium-to-large evergreen 

shrubs and small trees that form a dense and encrusting growth on hilly and flat terrain. 

Coastal Sage Scrub. A drought-tolerant community characterized by small, weedy and 
herbaceous plants. Plants here often “die-back” in times of drought, looking dry and dead 

(drought deciduous). 
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Oak Canyon Dist. Study II: Summary Report  Name(s) 

This Summary Report is worth up to 5 pts.  

The large topographic map is worth up to 10 points. 
The Ecological Communities Map is worth up to 2.5 points. 

Class Discussion on Community Distribution worksheet is worth up to 2.5 points. 

Summarize your findings below. Provide interesting and informative details. 

 

1. Name of Plant           

 

2. Slope face direction where this plant was found (north-facing, south-facing, etc.). 

 

 

3. Slope steepness (gentle, medium, steep) (if applicable). If not applicable, explain why. 

 

 

4. Where it occurred relative to the canyon floor, canyon wall, and ridgeline. 

 

 

5. Where it occurred in relation to the creek. Provide distance estimate (in feet). 

 

 

6. Is it present as solitary individuals, or in groups with other members of its species? 

 

 

7. Association with other plants. Name plants that tended to be nearby your plant. 

 

 

8. Where it is NOT in Oak Canyon. General locations where your plant is not present. 

 

 

9. Name of the ecological community this plant belongs to. (whole class activity) 

 

 

10. Other plants that belong to this ecological community. (whole class activity) 
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Class Discussion on Community Distribution 
 

Your teacher will lead a short discussion with the class to perform a quick analysis of the 
distribution patterns observed at Oak Canyon. Please write down brief answers in the 

spaces below. 
 
 

1. Why do the coast live oak trees dominate the canyon floor? 
 
 

 
2. Why don’t the coast live oak trees dominate the north-facing slope? 

 
 
 

3. Why don’t the coast live oak trees dominate the south-facing slope? 
 

 
 
4. Why does chaparral holly dominate the north-facing slope? 

 
 
 

5. Why doesn’t chaparral holly dominate the south-facing slope? 
 

 
 
6. Why doesn’t chaparral holly dominate the canyon floor? 

 
 
 

7. Why do California Buckwheat, sugarbush and coastal sagebrush dominate the south-
facing slope? 

 
 
 

8. Why don’t California Buckwheat, sugarbush and coastal sagebrush dominate the north-
facing slope? 

 
 
 

9. Why don’t California Buckwheat, sugarbush and coastal sagebrush dominate the 
canyon floor? 
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Coast Live Oak 

  

White Alder 
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Black Willow 

  

Sycamore 



Plant Distribution at Oak Canyon Nature Center, Environmental Biology Lab, Fullerton College 11 

Copyright© 2017 by Tom Morris. All rights reserved. 

  

Poison Oak 

 

Mulefat 
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Coastal Sagebrush 

  

Black Sage 
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White Sage 

  

Horehound 
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Monkey Flower 

  

California Buckwheat 
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California Encelia, or Coastal Brittlebush 

 

Prickly Pear Cactus 
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Field Mustard 

  

Blue Elderberry 
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Lemonadeberry 

  

Chaparral Holly, or Toyon 
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Laurel Sumac 

  

Sugarbush 
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Wild Cucumber 

 

END 


