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On October 28, 2017, 18 

students from Basis North 
gathered for a Saturday 

adventure. Our mission was to 

explore the lower Santa Rita 
Mountains in search of the locals that thrive underneath 

this tall Sky Island. To do this, students learned how to 

read animal tracks, use their imagination and deductive 
reasoning to investigate animal remains and keen 

sensory awareness to spot active wildlife. Using Arizona 

Trail Passage #5, and Cave Creek, Basis North students 

immersed themselves in this lush landscape.  

Our expedition started with a detour as we found our vans 

were not capable of traveling the full length of the road. This 
setback turned out to be a successful reroute, as we found 

access to another Arizona Trail segment. Here we made a circle 

and discussed the science of tracking wildlife, its historical 

significance, and the connective qualities tracking provides. 

During this process we found the remains of a medium-sized 

animal. With keen analyzation and observation of its skeleton, 
the students came to the conclusion that it was a small coyote. 

Not far from these remains were coyote scat. Both of these 

natural remains, plus nearby coyote prints, offered the perfect 
introduction to wildlife tracking. 

In the same area we spotted a terracotta red and charcoal 

horned lizard. Its natural camouflage matched the soil and rock 
almost perfectly, making it only distinguishable if you looked 

very, very hard. We discussed localized natural selection and 

how this specific reptile came to have this coloration. It was a 
wonderful way to show students there is so much more than 

meets the eye. 

Our hike was wonderful, weaving us into endless grasslands 
only broken by the distant Huachuca Mountains, then back into oak and mesquite scrublands. Here 

we found many birds and a nice shaded place to eat lunch. The trail soon led us back to the vehicles, 

giving us the opportunity to venture down Cave Creek and explore aquatic ecosystems. On our way, 
we noticed a very odd animal track that had a deep impression in soft substrate. Observing specific 

qualities like size, toe arrangement and shape, we discerned it was an American black bear. This 

print was left on the same day, and could have potentially been within only a few hours f our 

arrival. Recognizing this track gave a much broader understanding of this ecosystem, and just how 

diverse and trafficked it really is. Without observing tracks, it can seem that “wildlife” is no more 

than a myth. When observing tracks, students can see evidence that is much more relatable and 



impressionable. To be present in a desert and stand on the fresh tracks of a black bear connects 

“wild” to “wilderness.” 

After this discovery we hiked down the creek, jumping from 

rock to rock across large pools of water that only moved through 

millimeter passages or under topsoil. We spotted canyon tree 
frogs, dragonflies, and tiny minnows in and around the pools. 

The students all circled around a large pool. Looking in, we 

observed a whole world, with floating clouds of plants, three-

dimensional travel, and an incredible level of biodiversity – all of 

which is dictated by largely shrinking and expanding horizons. 

The discussion of micro-environments, and their role within 
larger ecosystems completed another piece of the puzzle, adding 

to the understanding of this lower mountain environment.  

On our way back to the vehicle while passing a pile of rocks, 

students halted at the soft sound of a rattle. After the situation 

was assessed, we safely observed a banded rock rattlesnake 

slithering deep into its home, and upset we were nearby. Still 
holding our breath, we carefully snuck around the snake’s home 

back to the vehicles. Thrilled, yet exhausted, students loaded 

back into the vehicles ready for the ride home. It was a full day 
of unexpected events, grand observations of the landscape, and 

almost too much information to learn. This is the perfect recipe 

for outdoor education.  
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