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The Role of Anderson Prairie in Our Educational 
Mission
 
by KIRK LARSEN, Professor of Biology

Anderson Prairie is a 24.7-acre 
planted tallgrass prairie located 
along College Drive directly 

across from the central campus of 
Luther College. This natural area is both 
visible at our main entrance and easily 
accessible from the central campus. As 
such, it is arguably our most heavily 
used “outdoor classroom” on campus, 
and supports our educational mission in 
a wide variety of ways.

Anderson Prairie was the first sizable 
tallgrass prairie planting on the Luther 
College campus. Led by Professor 
Roger Knutson, the biology department 
had previously planted several acres 
known as Aikman Prairie just east of 
US-52 and north of Pole Line Road 
in approximately 1968. By the 1980s, 
the college farm (i.e. the big red 
barn) ceased producing food for the 
college cafeteria, and soil erosion was 
becoming a problem on the sloped area 
of the college farm fields that are now 
known as Anderson Prairie. In 1988, 
this eroding land was entered into the 
federally-funded conservation reserve 

program (CRP) which required the 
landowner to plant erosion-controlling 
vegetation on highly erodible land to 
improve water quality. Luther College 
was ecologically progressive and chose 
to seed these 21 acres with nine species 
of native wildflowers and four species of 
native tall grasses, instead of using one 

of the traditional non-native seed mixes 
that were popular at the time.

On November 11, 1995, the Board of 
Regents dedicated this 21-acre area 
as Anderson Prairie, in honor of the 
then presidential couple, Jutta F. and 
H. George Anderson, who enjoyed 
taking walks through the prairie. Not 
long after, by the mid-1990s, the college 
was in the process of planning a new 
upper-class housing complex that 
eventually became known as Baker 
Village. Initially, the plans were to build 
this complex along College Drive, but 
the ad hoc planning committee thought 
it would be better to place the village on 
a site away from College Drive along 
Hickory Ridge Woods on a 7.5-acre 
area which had been planted to prairie 
in 1988. Knowing that Anderson Prairie 
was used in teaching and research 
with students, college President Jeffrey 
Baker proposed that the college expand 
Anderson Prairie out to College Drive. 
This would use the area of the field 
along College Drive that had been used 
by a local farmer to grow oats and host 
an annual horse-drawn plowing match. 
Given the opportunity to expand and 

Baker Village from Anderson Prairie
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Aerial photo of Anderson Prairie, showing College Drive, Baker Village, Ridge Road, 
Hickory Ridge Woods, and main entrance to Luther College
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increase the diversity of the prairie, the 
college increased the planted size of 
Anderson Prairie from 13.5-acres (after 
Baker construction) to 24.7-acres.

There were several specific goals 
developed for this expansion of 
Anderson Prairie. The first goal was to 
give both the college and the Decorah 
community an example of the native 
tallgrass prairie habitat that historically 
covered over 85% of the state of Iowa. 
The remaining 15% of Iowa, including 
much of 
northeast 
Iowa, was 
oak savanna, 
which some 
affectionately 
call “tallgrass 
prairie 
with trees.” 
Essentially, 
almost all of 
Iowa had been 
covered with 
some form or 
variation of 
tallgrass prairie. 
Today, less 
than one tenth 
of 1% of the 
historic tallgrass 
prairie in Iowa 
still exists, so 
providing an 
example of this 
unique and 
important habitat created educational 
outreach opportunities for the college. 

A second goal of this prairie expansion 
was to increase the biodiversity of 
Anderson Prairie. Therefore, a diverse 
seed mix of 76 species of tallgrass 
prairie plants was planted, including 
five species of grasses and 71 species of 
wildflowers. This was still a relatively 
low species list compared to some of our 
highest-quality remnant prairies, which 
may contain 300 to over 500 species 
or more on site, but was an extremely 
diverse seed mix for a prairie planting at 
the time. 

A third goal was to increase the 
recreational and educational 
opportunities for Luther College and 
the broader Decorah community. 
Finally, we knew this prairie 

expansion would provide the college 
and Decorah with some significant 
ecosystem services. Ecosystem services 
are both direct and indirect benefits 
from ecosystems that support our 
economy and maintain our quality 
of life, and as such have hidden yet 
real economic value. These services 
include absorbing rainwater runoff, 
sequestering atmospheric carbon, and 
hosting pollinators. As a result of the 
Baker Village project, the college ended 
up with a planted prairie of 24.7-acres 

that was dedicated for use in education, 
research, outreach, and recreation.

In 1994, I started using Anderson 
Prairie as an outdoor laboratory in my 
teaching and also as a research site. Our 
first major study was a 5-year project 
that evaluated the impact of 3-year 
burn cycles on insects within a planted 
prairie. At the time, the common 
practice among prairie restoration 
folk was to burn a prairie every three 
years, so we wanted to look at the 
impact of this management practice on 
biodiversity. My work evaluated how 
different types of insects (I specialize in 
ground beetles), an important part of 
the biodiversity of prairies, are affected 
by this management practice. With the 
expansion of the prairie, we now had a 
unique research opportunity with both 

a low diversity planting area (the 13 
species originally planted) and a high 
diversity planting area (the 76 species 
planted during the Baker expansion) 
within the prairie. In 1998 the prairie 
was divided by mowed paths into 18 
research plots of just over one acre in 
size, and each plot was assigned to a 
unique management schedule.

Historically, tallgrass prairie was 
maintained by two significant natural 
processes: fire, which would sweep 

across the landscape, 
and grazing by 
herds of large 
animals such as 
bison. Both of these 
natural processes 
cause significant 
disturbances to the 
landscape. Native 
tallgrass plants are 
adapted to these 
periodic disturbances, 
and are specialized 
to live in habitats 
that experience what 
we might consider 
major negative 
impacts, but in fact 
these disturbances 
preferentially 
stimulate native 
prairie plants to 
grow. To mimic these 
natural disturbances, 
today we use both 

prescribed fire and mowing. A mower, 
like a herd of grazers, basically takes 
in the vegetation, chops it up and spits 
it out the rear. Thus our combination 
of low diversity and high diversity 
plantings, combined with fire and 
mowing management options, allowed 
us to create a unique experiment in 
1998 that we have now been studying 
for almost 20 years.

From our management of the site, 
one of the most important lessons 
that we’ve learned is how to train 
Luther students to participate in safe 
prescribed burns. We now require 
all students who want to assist with 
prescribed burning on campus to attend 
an hour of classroom training led by Dr. 
Molly McNicoll, assistant professor of 
biology and natural areas land manager, 

 Anderson Prairie tallgrass and wildflowers
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and myself. Once they complete this 
training, they can join the burn crew 
and be on the fire line. It is important 
they understand the ecological reasons 
for burning, the safety issues involved, 
and what to do if there is a major shift 
in wind direction.

From my research that has monitored 
both plant and insect communities, 
we’ve learned that Anderson Prairie is 
the most diverse planted prairie in the 
Decorah area. We have documented 118 
species of plants in Anderson Prairie, 
including 71 of the 76 species that 
were planted. This is a very successful 
establishment rate for a prairie planting, 
and although not nearly as species 
rich as a remnant prairie, it is a species 
rich prairie planting that is starting to 
function like a remnant prairie in many 
ways.

We’ve also found over 50 species of 
butterflies over the years, and have 
documented repeatedly that more 
species of butterflies live in the higher 
diversity planting areas of the prairie 
along College Drive than in the low 
diversity planting areas. These more 
diverse areas of the prairie have more 
wildflowers, which provide more pollen 
and nectar as resources for pollinators 
such as butterflies and native bees. 
Pollination is a vital ecosystem service 
relative to food production. In my 
various studies of beetle biodiversity 
with students, we have so far found five 
species of beetles in Anderson Prairie 
that to date had been found nowhere 
else in the state of Iowa.

Luther College is also now part of 
the Iowa Monarch Conservation 
Consortium, with the goal of increasing 
monarch butterfly production here 
in Iowa to help slow the decline of 
this iconic species and lead to larger 
populations of monarchs at their 
overwintering grounds in Mexico. As 
part of our studies, we have been both 
counting butterflies and estimating 
milkweed density within Anderson 
Prairie. In 2016, we estimated Anderson 
Prairie contained over 42,000 common 
milkweed plants, which supports the 
production of over 1,050 monarch 
butterflies.

In September 2016, we held a monarch 
butterfly migration banding outreach 
event in Anderson Prairie. A number 
of current Luther students, faculty, 
staff, and families from the Decorah 
community came to help us capture, 
tag, and release over 200 
monarch butterflies in 
just two hours and send 
them on their way to 
Mexico for the winter. In 
December 2016 at a joint 
meeting about monarch 
butterflies, the Natural 
Resources Conservation 
Service and the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife 
Service concluded that 
to maintain monarch 
butterflies, we have to 
minimize disruption to 
or disturbance of existing 
monarch butterfly 
habitats. Anderson 

Prairie is clearly an excellent monarch 
habitat which as a college we need to try 
to preserve and protect.

On March 10, 2017, the rusty patched 
bumble bee was officially listed as an 
endangered species by the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service. Since this species 
has been found in one of our tallgrass 
prairie plantings on campus in 2014 
and its habitat is tallgrass prairie, our 
tallgrass prairies on campus must now 
be managed with burning and mowing 
specifically to protect a possible local 
population of this bumble bee. 

At a college that carefully tracks its 
carbon footprint, Anderson Prairie is 
a valuable asset because of the carbon 
sequestration ecosystem service it 
performs. Carbon sequestration 
is the removal of carbon from the 
atmosphere. Tallgrass prairies remove 
carbon from the atmosphere at a rate 

Students assisting with a prescribed burn in Anderson Prairie
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Tag on the hind wing of a monarch butterfly used to track its 
migration to Mexico
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of approximately one and a half metric 
tons of carbon per acre per year, whereas 
our mowed lawns typically sequester 
only 120 to 140 pounds of atmospheric 
carbon per acre per year. The four inch 
deep roots of our mowed grass lawns 
also dry out in the summer (and become 
dormant and turn brown), and simply 
are unable to capture or store much 
carbon. In contrast, tallgrass prairie 
plants remain green throughout the 
droughts of summer because of their 
deep and dense root systems. Tallgrass 
prairies sequester almost as much 
carbon as most forest ecosystems, and 
place most of that carbon underground 
in their extensive root systems, which 
in the long run is the best location to 
store that carbon and help form the rich 
topsoils of Iowa. Some people believe 
burning the prairie would contradict 
this sequestration, but the flush of new 
plant growth soon after a prairie burn 
more than compensates for the carbon 
dioxide released into the atmosphere 
during a fire.

Anderson Prairie provides at least one 
additional significant ecosystem service 
to the Decorah community and Upper 
Iowa River watershed. During and after 
heavy rain events, large quantities of 

water flow down through 
Hickory Ridge Woods 
from areas along Ridge 
Road, Nordic Drive, and 
Highland Drive near the 
Vennehjem retirement 
community into Anderson 
Prairie. The tall prairie 
vegetation slows down 
this runoff, and the deep 
extensive root systems 
allow the water to infiltrate 
into the soil, replenishing 
the ground water. Since 
Anderson Prairie soaks 
up almost all the water 
dumped into it during a 
rain event, the amount 
of water that otherwise 
would end up in the storm 
sewers dumping into the 
Upper Iowa River and 
contributing to flooding 
is reduced dramatically. 
This infiltration occurs 
particularly in the low flat 
area of Anderson Prairie 

near the intersection of College Drive 
and Ridge Road.

Anderson Prairie is used extensively 
by classes and community groups. 
In the past, the entire first year class 
was marched out through the prairie 
during orientation to help remove 
invasive species such as buckthorn. 
High school biology classes have used 
the prairie for laboratory exercises, and 
faculty workshops and other groups 
that meet in Baker Commons often 
use the prairie trails during breaks or 
for activities. The former environmental 
college for young leaders and current 
discovery camps use Anderson Prairie 
extensively for environmental education 
in the summer. This area is used by 
students, staff, faculty, and community 
members for walks and hikes. Groups 
like the Greening of the Church 
conference have used Anderson Prairie 
specifically to learn about some of our 
land stewardship efforts. Scientific 
conferences such as the Prairie 
Invertebrates Conferences in 2001 and 
2007, the Dragonfly Society of America 
meeting in 2004, and the Iowa Prairie 
Conference in 2013 have all come to 
Luther College and used Anderson 
Prairie to study prairie restoration and 

the organisms that call Anderson Prairie 
home.

Anderson Prairie is probably our most 
heavily used “outdoor classroom” on 
campus. At least thirty two different 
classes have used Anderson Prairie 
during the past five years. Biology 
uses it extensively in 13 different 
courses; Environmental Studies for 
five additional classes; Education uses 
it in their science methods courses; 
and Dance uses it in a variety of ways. 
English has their students go out 
into the prairie to complete writing 
assignments. Even Paideia, Philosophy, 
Art, and Physical Education Fit and 
Well courses have used the prairie to 
some extent. This area is truly an outdoor 
classroom used by the entire college.

Luther College provides undergraduate 
research experiences for our students, 
and Anderson Prairie is a primary site 
each summer and during the school 
year to provide our students with 
research opportunities, partially due to 
its proximity to Sampson Hoffland labs, 
but also because it is the only non-flood 
plain prairie in the area. Providing 
students with research experiences is 
a crucial component in our training of 
future scientists. Some of these research 
students have presented talks or posters 
at professional scientific meetings on 
their studies in Anderson Prairie. Even 

First-year class stroll in the prairie  
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Luther summer research student 
quantifying plant diversity and counting 
milkweed plants within Anderson Prairie
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more impressive are the seven research 
articles published in peer-reviewed 
scientific journals that have presented 
data collected from Anderson Prairie 
since 1994. Four of those articles were 
co-authored by Luther students, and 
all were published with data collected 
with the assistance of Luther research 
students.

Luther College has a reputation as a 
leader among Iowa colleges in natural 
areas land management. Conservation 
organizations like the Iowa DNR, the 
Nature Conservancy, and the Iowa 
Natural Heritage Foundation look to 
us for advice, research, and for student 
interns. Anderson Prairie attracts 
students to Luther and, as a model of 
natural areas land management and 
conservation to our region and state, 
provides our students with distinctive 
educational opportunities.

Luther College students, faculty, staff, 
and alumni have made it known they 
value Anderson Prairie as part of our 
sense of place and its connection to the 
college. Luther College has a unique 
connection to this specific piece of 
northeast Iowa, and this sense of place 
affects our educational program and 
impacts the lives of our students. In 
our sesquicentennial strategic plan, 
Luther College proclaimed that we 
wanted to deepen our “commitment to a 
sustainable future by creating awareness 
[of ] and nurturing a connection to 
place,” and our extensive and diverse 
natural areas are part of fulfilling that 
effort. We teach Aldo Leopold’s land 
ethic, and boldly proclaim in our current 
mission statement that we “practice 
joyful stewardship of the resources that 
surround us.” We not only teach about 
joyful stewardship, but we live out this 
joyful stewardship of creation in our 

Anderson Prairie and Baker Village in wintertime

K
IR

K
 L

A
R

SE
N

actions and decisions, including the 
management and preservation of our 
unique educational natural areas such as 
Anderson Prairie. 

At 24.7-acres, Anderson Prairie is 
just a postage stamp in a sea of lawns, 
fields, woods, buildings, and roads, yet 
this small prairie supports plant and 
animal biodiversity, provides significant 
ecosystem services to the community 
such as pollination, absorbs runoff 
during rain events, and sequesters 
atmospheric carbon dioxide which 
otherwise would contribute to climate 
change. As our most visible and heavily 
used outdoor classroom, Anderson 
Prairie plays a vital role in supporting 
our educational mission of teaching 
all members of our community how to 
be better citizens in the world, and to 
care for the creation that surrounds and 
supports us. 
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