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Dedications
For Dusty, Melibe, and Avenlee – my fellow sagebrush explorers. 

- JTD

To my Father & Mother, for always encouraging my adventurous spirit. 

- ZH



FUN FACT:
Snow is captured by 
sagebrush and helps the 
whole ecosystem by 
storing this moisture for 
use throughout the year.  

DID YOU KNOW?
The sagebrush ecosystem 

is found in 13 states and 3 

Canadian provinces.

Sagebrush Field Guide

In a sea of silver-green nothing appears to be happening, 
but in a hole in the ground…

…Something more is stirring.



DID YOU KNOW?
In the sagebrush ecosystem, 
the roots of many plants dig 
deeper than the plant is tall. 
These root systems are the key 
to the health of the whole 
ecosystem by protecting soil, 
holding moisture, providing 
food, and creating important 
nutrients for other plants. 

Sagebrush Field Guide

Prairie dog burrows and tunnels 

are also used by rabbits, 

burrowing owls, rattlesnakes, 

salamanders, spiders 
and 

insects to escape predators, 

bui ld nests and ra
ise young.

As we dive into this tunnel as deep as you are tall, we see 
the first glimpse of  our heroine.

This new little creature is Rockie, a burrowing owl!



FUN FACT:
Cowboys sometimes called 
these owls “howdy birds,” 
because they seemed to nod 
in greeting from the 
entrances to their burrows 
in prairie-dog towns. 

Sagebrush Field Guide
Burrowing Owls

Burrowing owls lay 
between 3- 12 eggs each year. 

The nests are often in prairie dog or other rodent burrows using cow dung as nesting material ! Young owls are cal led owlets.

These birds are 10 inches tal l and unl ike other owls, they are active during the day. 

They eat mainly insects but also smal l rodents, amphibians, and repti les. 

What
food have you
brought me?

My brothers
and sisters will
join me soon!

Oh look!

Suddenly, a face appears in the opening. It’s Rockie’s 
mother!



FUN FACT:
While on their historic 
journey, Lewis and Clark 
sent President Jefferson a 
shipment containing a 
grouse, four magpies and a 
prairie dog — all alive. 

DID YOU KNOW?
Prairie Dogs “talk” to each 
other through a series of 
yips and barks communicating 
everything from hello to 
warning of dangers.

Sagebrush Field Guide

Prairie Dogs are a type of ground 

squirrel . There are 5 different 

types of prairie dog in North 

America.
 
Historical ly, the endangered 

black-footed ferret was their main 

predator. Today, coyotes, badgers, 

snakes, and r
aptors are their m

ain 

predators. 

Prairie dogs eat mainly plants, their 

roots and some insects.

White-tai le
d

Black-tai led

Gunnison’
s

Who
are you?

How big
and bright it
is outside!

I’m Daisy Dog,
a white-tailed
prairie dog. 

Who
are you?

I’m Rockie,
the burrowing

owl. 

Where
are we?

Rockie sees a featherless animal approaching her… As Rockie grows from nestling to fledgling, she’s now big 
enough to see the world outside the burrow for the first 
time. 



FUN FACT:
The Plains Indian tribes 
hunted sage-grouse and 
imitated the male strutting 
displays in ceremonial 
dances.

DID YOU KNOW?
Large numbers of male 
grouse will gather in spring 
on traditional dancing 
grounds, called leks, and 
strut with their chests 
puffed out and spiky tails 
spread, hoping to attract 
females.

Sagebrush Field Guide

Sage-grouse mainly eat the 

leaves of sagebrush, chicks eat 

insects.

Nesting females and their eg
gs 

are difficult to find because 

they are so wel l camouflaged in 

the sagebrush. 

Golden eagles, ravens, badgers 

and coyotes are predators.

It was
made by my really

large family! 

Hi I’m
Sammy! 

This is
our home. 

I’m a
sage-grouse.

Nice to
meet you.

Rockie soon discovers that the prairie dog town is a really 
busy place - full of strange sounds, animals, and smells.



FUN FACT:
Pronghorn can reach 
speeds of 55 mph, making it 
the second fastest land 
animal (behind the cheetah).  DID YOU KNOW?

Pronghorn have excellent 
eyesight. Not only can they 
outrun their predators, but 
they can also spot them 
from far away, giving them a 
head start!

Sagebrush Field Guide

Pronghorn often have twins.

They eat plants inc
luding sagebrush 

and rarely need to drink water 

because they get most of what 

they need through their food.

Pronghorn have existed
 in North 

America for over 1 mi l l ion years. 

So long, that original predators l ike 

the dire wolf and American 

cheetah went extinct many years 

ago.

What’s all 
this commotion? That’s Polly

Pronghorn and her
expedient family.

Phew, it can 
be exhausting chasing

each other around!

As the trio explores outward from the town, they get 
trapped in a cloud of dust. As it clears, they meet a new 
friend!



FUN FACT:
Scientists have found that 
some mule deer migrate 
over 150 miles, traveling 
between sagebrush and 
mountain ranges each year.  

DID YOU KNOW?
Deer, moose, and elk have antlers 

which are made of bone, are often 

branched and are shed each year. 

Sheep, cows, and goats have horns 

which are permanent and made of a 

bony core with a covering made of a 

material similar to our hair and nails. 

Pronghorn are an unusual horn 

grower, they have branched horns 

and shed their outer sheaths

annually.

Sagebrush Field Guide

Mule
Deer

Mule deer eat 
shrub leaves 

and twigs.

They have fantastic sense 

of smel l , it ’s reported that 

they can detect predators 

half a mi le away.

 
Male deer are 

cal led bucks, 

females are cal led does, 

and their young are cal led 

fawns.

White-tai led
Deer

Are you a
pronghorn

too?

I’m migrating
to sagebrush so 

my family has
plenty to eat.

Oh no,
I’m a

mule deer! 

My name
is Marty.

A new face appears as the friends continue exploring.



FUN FACT:
Sagebrush grasshoppers 
depend on sagebrush 
throughout their entire 
life.  Eggs are laid on 
sagebrush and adults eat 
the leaves and flowers.  

DID YOU KNOW?
Prairie dogs are a keystone
species, if they were removed 
from the ecosystem, it 
would change drastically. 
More than 160 species depend
on them in some way!

Sagebrush Field Guide The sagebrush ecosystem circle of l ifeFood chains begin with the sun, which gives energy to producers such as a sagebrush. The plant then feeds a consumer, l ike sage-grouse, which in turn feeds another consumer, such as an eagle. When the eagle dies, the body is broken down by a decomposer, such as a beetle. The decomposing process suppl ies nutrients to the soi l , which al lows another plant to grow with the sun’s energy.

I wonder
what my Mom & Dad

have brought me
for dinner. 

I’m having
sagebrush

leaves!

Grasses
for me! 

I hope it’s
grasshoppers! I hope it’s

buffalo grass! 

Rockie yawns, as she decides to return to her burrow.



FUN FACT:
Like many other species, 
burrowing owls in the 
sagebrush ecosystem 
migrate to central and 
South America in the winter.

DID YOU KNOW?
The sagebrush ecosystem is 
home to over 350 different 
plants and animals. 

Boy, can
you believe

how fast Polly
could run?

I can’t wait
to explore it all again

tomorrow with my
new friends!

Or how
about those impressive

antlers on Marty?

I am happy
to have my friends and

the sagebrush ecosystem
that I call home! 

As the new friends walk home, they talk about Rockie’s 
adventurous first day in the sagebrush ecosystem.



VOCABULARY

Adaptation - An adaptation is the way in which an organism has 
developed unique features to help it survive in its environment. For 
example, the pronghorn has hollow fur which is an adaptation that 
helps to keep it warm in the harsh winter. 

Antler – One of a pair of bony growths on the heads of most 
kinds of deer. These are grown each year. Antlers are grown only 
on the males with the exception of caribou and reindeer who grow 
antlers on both the males and females.

Consumer – An organism, usually an animal, which generally 
obtains food by feeding on other organisms or organic matter. For 
example, a mule deer is considered a consumer of plants.

Decomposer – An organism, such 
as a beetle or mushroom, that 
feeds on dead and decaying 
organisms. For example, a 
mushroom growing on a fallen 
log gets nutrients from that 
tree and over time, the tree will 
decompose and be returned 
to soil.

Ecosystem – A community of living 
things, all connected with their environment. 
The sagebrush ecosystem is a community
of more than 350 plants and animals 
and is characterized by being dry and hot in the summer, cold and 
windy in the winters and doesn’t get a lot of moisture.  

Food chain – A series of organisms in which each becomes food 
for the next. For example, a sparrow is eaten by a weasel, who in 
turn is eaten by a fox. A food web is many food chains interlocking. 

VOCABULARY

Habitat – The natural environment of an animal or plant. The habitat 
of a burrowing owl is often in an abandoned hole in the ground 
made by another animal, such as a ground squirrel, rabbit, or prairie 
dog.

Horn – A hard, hollow growth on the head of animals such as 
cows, goats, and sheep. These can be found on both the male and 
female, often times the males will have much larger horns than 
the females. Horns are usually permanent and not shed each year 
as with antlers. Pronghorn are an exception having horns with an 
outer sheath that are shed yearly.

Lek - A  place where males gather each spring in order to display 
dance-like moves, impressive feathers, attention getting sounds and 
other activities that attract females. The females will then choose 
a partner based on these displays.

Migration -  The movement of a group of animals from one place 
to another and in most cases, back again. These movements usually 
take place in spring and fall. For example, Pronghorn have the 
longest land migration of any North American mammal.

Predator – An animal that 
hunts other animals for food. 
For example, a badger is 
considered a predator of 
small rodents.

Prey – An animal being hunted, 
caught, an eaten by another animal. 
For example, prairie dogs are prey 
to ferrets.

Producer – An organism, usually a plant, which is capable of 
making its own food. For example, a pea plant can use the energy 
from the sun and the nutrients in the soil to live, it does not need to 
eat another organism.

Sagebrush – A bushy plant with grey-green leaves that has a 
pleasant piney smell. It has white or yellow flowers and grows in 
the plains of North America. 
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