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Life Science:  Organisms 
and Their Environment ðA 
variety of ecosystems and 
communities exist on 
Earth .  Ecosystems are dy-
namic interaction of organ-
isms and their environment.  
Ecosystems have distinct 
characteristics and compo-
nents that allow certain or-
ganisms to survive.  
Change in one or more 
components can affect the 
entire ecosystem.   

 
Strand 2.2 -The Living Envi-
ronment (A, C, D):  Learners 
understand basic similarities 
and differences among a wide 
variety of living organisms.  
They understand the concept 
of habitat, the basic ways in 
which organisms are related 
to their environment and other 
organisms and know that liv-
ing things need some source 
of energy to live and grow. 

The GREAT Great Basin Desert  
Students will understand where the Great Basin Desert (GBD) is  
located, itôs climate and physical characteristics and how these affect 
the plants and animals that live there. 
 

Grade Level : Adaptable to 
any level  
 
Objectives:  

Students will be able to 
locate the GBD area on 
a map of the United 
States 
Students will be able to 
identify the similarities 
and differences of the 
GBD and other deserts 
in the US 
Students will be able to 
identify plants and ani-
mals native to the GBD 
region and create a 
plant or animal adapted 
to the GBD 

 
Materials:   

Map of US with deserts 
labeled 
Pictures of the deserts 
of the US 
Pictures of GBD plants 
and animals with their 
adaptations highlighted 
(see below) 
White paper 
Art supplies 

 
Time Considerations  
Approximately one hour 
 
Related Activities:  
 

Nevada Department of  
Education Standards  

Excellence in Environmental 
Education Guidelines  

 
 
 

The Great Basin  is a large, arid 
region of the western United 
States. Its boundaries depend on 
how it is defined. Its most com-
mon definition is the contiguous 
watershed,  roughly between the 
Rocky Mountains and the Sierra 
Nevada, that has no natural out-
let to the sea. The Great Basin 
Desert  is defined by the extent of 
characteristic plant species, and 
covers a somewhat different (and 
smaller) area. The Great Ba-
sin Culture Area , home to 
several Shoshonean Great 
Basin tribes,  extends further 
to the north and east than the 
hydrographic basin. The Ba-
sin and Range Province  is a 
geologic region that is most 
recognizable in the Great Ba-
sin but extends well into the 
Sonoran and Mojave Deserts.  
 

The 200,000 square mile 
(520,000 square km) intermon-
tane plateau covers most of Ne-
vada and over half of Utah, as 
well as parts of California, Idaho, 
Oregon and Wyoming. The Great 
Basin is not a single basin, but 
rather a series of contiguous wa-
tersheds, bounded on the west 
by watersheds of the Sacra-
mentoðSanJoaquin and Klamath 
rivers, on the north by the water-
shed of the Columbia-Snake, and 
on the south and east by the wa-
tershed of the Colorado-Green. 

Background  
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Now that students have an idea of 
what a desert is and where the 
GBD is located relative to the 
other deserts in the US, explain to 
students that because the GBD is 
located east of the Sierra Nevada 
Mountains, its aridity is caused by 
the "rain shadow" effect. As air 
moves up over the mountain 
range, it gets cold and loses the 
ability to hold moisture -- so it 
rains or snows. When the air 
moves down the other side of the 
mountain, it gets warmer. Warm 
air can hold lots of moisture, so it 
doesn't rain as much, and the 
GBD is formed. What do you think 
it is like west of the Sierra Moun-
tains? (Greener, more moisture, a 
lot of trees, not a desert, etc.) 
 
Ask students what the ground is 
like in the GBD. Tell students that 
the GBD is covered by sand, 
gravel, and clay. There are also 
many mountain ranges, basins, 
and large expanses of salt flats. 
Because of these physical fea-
tures, in addition to the extreme 

climate, the GBD is a very difficult 
place to live. Yet, the GBD, like all 
other deserts, is home to many 
plants and animals. In fact, de-
serts are second only to tropical 
rainforests in the variety of plant 
and animal species that live there. 
Ask students to name some plants 

and animals that live in the GBD. 
(Plants: greasewood, sagebrush, 
shad scale- Animals: bighorn 
sheep, jackrabbit, pocket mouse, 
poor-will, pronghorn antelope, 
sage thrasher, side-blotched liz-
ard) What are some challenges 

that plants and animals in the 
GBD face? (Lack of water, heat in 
summer, cold in winter) 
 
Explain to students that plants 
and animals that live in the desert 
have many adaptations in order 
to live in such a harsh environ-
ment. There are two types of ani-
mal adaptations: physical and 
behavioral. Make sure students 
understand that physical adapta-
tion refers to physical characteris-
tics such as fur, eyes, and color 
and that behavioral adaptation 
refers to characteristics such as 
hunting strategies, breeding pat-
terns, and social habits that help 
an animal cope with the condi-
tions it faces. Desert plants have 
two main adaptations: Ability to 
collect and store water and fea-
tures that reduce water loss. 
Share with students examples of 
GBD plants and animals and their 
adaptations (see below). Discuss 
how these adaptations allow the 
plants and animals to live in this 
harsh environment. 
 
Tell students that they now have 
the opportunity to create their 
own GBD plant or animal. This 
must be an original organism and 
it must include at least two adap-
tations for surviving in the desert. 
Pass out paper and art supplies 
and allow students time 
(approximately 10 minutes) to 
work on their plants and animals. 

Introduce students to the lesson 
by asking them what type of eco-
system we live in here in northern 
Nevada (may have to define eco-
system for younger students). Ask 
if anyone knows the name of the 
desert we live in. (Great Basin De-
sert) Ask students to brainstorm 
ideas of what a desert is. Write 
studentsô ideas of a desert on the 
board or chart paper; as a class 
come up with some common char-
acteristics of a desert. 

Å Deserts are very dry, re-
ceiving little rainfall (less than 10 

inches annually). 
Å Deserts are generally hot 

in the daytime, but they can be 
cold at night. 

Å Deserts may receive only 
a few episodes of rainfall in a year. 
 
Show students a map of the 
United States with its four deserts 
marked on it. Point out each de-
sert and, if possible, show stu-
dents pictures of each desert. Ask 
students if these deserts have 
anything in common (all in the 
western part of the United States, 
receive little rainfall, no big trees, 
etc.). Where is the Great Basin 
Desert in relation to these other 
deserts? (North) How is the Great 
Basin Desert different from the 
other deserts? (Colder, few cacti, 
different plants/animals, etc.) 

 
 
 

Preparations  

Doing the Activity  
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 When time is up, have students 
share their creations and explain 
to the class how it is adapted to 
this region. Optional: students 
work can be complied to make a 
class GBD plant and animal book. 
As a review, ask students what 
three common characteristics of a 
desert are, where the GBD is lo-
cated on a US map and why the 
GBD is so arid. Review adapta-
tions; ask students to name plants 
and animals native to the GBD 
and what adaptations they have in 
order to live in this desert environ-
ment. 

 
Evaluation ð 

 
Informally evaluate studentsô 
knowledge of the GBD by their 
participation in class discussion 
and ability to answer questions. 
Formally observe students by the 
plant or animal they create and if it 
has two adaptations suiting it for 
the GBD. 
 

Carrying Capacity ð The maximum 
population of a particular organism 
that a given environment can support 
without detrimental effects.  

Habitatð The area or environment 
where an organism or ecological 
community normally lives or occurs 
  
Population ð All the organisms that 
constitute a specific group or occur in 
a specified habitat 
 
Limiting Factor ð an environmental 
variable that limits or slows the 
growth or activities of an organism 

Vocabulary  

Sources ð 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Great_Basin_Desert 


