
 Tallgrass prairies are dominated by grasses  

growing 8 feet tall or more, such as big bluestem, little bluestem, Indian 

grass and switchgrass.  Historically, the community was shaped by climate, 

grazing, and fire.  These factors limited the encroachment of trees and 

shrubs.  Fire also increased the productivity of the prairie by returning 

nutrients to the soil.  Some trees and shrubs grow in savannas which are 

transition zones between the prairie and surrounding forests.  Seasonal 

wetlands may form in low areas.  Blooming plants called forbs add 

brilliant colors to the landscape.  To survive the extreme conditions on 

the surface,  much of the prairie community is underground.   Plants have  

complex root systems reaching as deep as 15 feet.    
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Species Key 

6. �+�H�Q�V�O�R�Z�¶�V���6�S�D�U�U�R�Z 
     Ammodramus henslowii 

5. Big Bluestem 
     Andropogon gerardii 

4. Pale Purple Coneflower 
     Echinacea pallida 

3. Eastern Cottontail 
     Sylvilagus floridanus 

1. Prairie Vole 
     Microtus ochrogaster 

2. Prairie Mole Cricket 
     Gryllotalpa major 

7. Compass Plant 
     Silphium laciniatum 

8. Indian Grass 
     Sorghastrum nutans 

9. Eastern Meadowlark 
      Sturnella magna 

10.  Smooth Sumac 
       Rhus glabra 

11.  Red-tailed Hawk 
       Buteo jamaicensis 

12.  Dickcissel 
       Spiza americana 

13.  Post Oak 
       Quercus stellata 

14.  Northern Harrier 
       Circus cyaneus 

15.  Red-winged Blackbird 
       Agelaius phoeniceus 

16.  Prairie Cordgrass 
       Spartina pectinata 

17.  Switchgrass 
       Panicum virgatum 

18.  King Rail 
       Rallus elegans 

19.  Prairie Evening Primrose 
       Oenothera pilosella          

20.  Ornate Box Turtle 
       Terrapene ornata  

21.  Obtuse Sedge 
       Eleocharis obtusa 

Plants and animals have developed unique adaptations for 

prairie life.  Many plants, such as big bluestem, have thin leaves which reduce 

moisture loss.  This grass gets its name from the blue tinge at the base of the stem 
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turkey.  Switchgrass and Indian grass are examples of prairie perennials (persisting 

for several years) with deep root systems that help them survive fire and drought.  

Prairie animals have developed tawny coloration, plant-eating and burrowing 

habits, and drought tolerance to survive in the flat, almost treeless environment of 

the prairie.  Many, such as the prairie vole and prairie mole cricket, escape 

underground.  The eastern cottontail avoids hazards with speed and camouflage.  

�%�L�U�G�V�����V�X�F�K���D�V���W�K�H���H�D�V�W�H�U�Q���P�H�D�G�R�Z�O�D�U�N�����+�H�Q�V�O�R�Z�¶�V���V�S�D�U�U�R�Z���D�Q�G���G�L�F�N�F�L�V�V�H�O�����P�D�N�H��

their nests of grass on or near the ground.  The northern harrier hunts small 

animals by flying low, back and forth flights (coursing) in transects over the grass.  

The king rail takes advantage of  a low, wet area and finds a crayfish meal. 

 The tallgrass prairies in Arkansas have 

almost disappeared.  Only 1% of the original grasslands remain today, 

making the tallgrass prairie one of the most rare and threatened 

ecosystems in the state.  With the loss of habitat came the loss of prairie 

species such as the greater prairie chicken and the snowy orchid which are 

no longer found here.   Agriculture, overgrazing and development have 

reduced the once extensive prairies to small, isolated fragments.  One key 

to prairie restoration includes strategically locating new efforts next to the 

these remnant areas to allow birds, insects, pollen, and seeds to move 

between restored sections and remnant lands so they can develop into a 

functional prairie landscape. 
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