Text-Dependent Questions and Writing Prompt for Complex Text

Article Title: Polar Bears Across the Arctic Face Shorter Sea Ice Season

Vocabulary Questions 

1. The author states that “during the summer months the polar bears must ‘fast’ on land.” What activity are the bears engaging in, and why?

2. Polar bears are considered a “keystone species” in the Arctic. What implications does this have for the rest of the Arctic ecosystem? Use evidence from the article to support your answer.

Text Evidence/Content Questions:

3. What do polar bears mostly prey upon?

4. Why is sea ice so important for the populations of Arctic polar bears?

5. Explain how polar bears use sea ice to catch their prey.

6. How has satellite data helped in the study of sea ice and polar bear habitats?


Writing Prompt: Your local newspaper has asked you to write an article explaining how climate change affects polar bears. Use evidence from the text and data to connect climate change with the loss of habitat for the Arctic polar bear.






Text-Dependent Questions and Writing Prompt for Complex Text 
Suggested Answer Key

Article Title: Polar Bears Across the Arctic Face Shorter Sea Ice Season

Vocabulary Questions 

1. The author states that “during the summer months the polar bears must ‘fast’ on land.” What activity are the bears engaging in, and why?

Polar bears can’t find food as easily on land. Their prey isn’t available on land or is much tougher to catch. Therefore, many polar bears actually don’t eat—they fast—during this time. 

2. Polar bears are considered a “keystone species” in the Arctic. What implications does this have for the rest of the Arctic ecosystem? Use evidence from the article to support your answer.

A “keystone species” is one that has the most impact on an ecosystem. In this case, the loss of bears’ breeding and feeding habitats has a negative impact on most organisms in the Arctic ecosystem.

Possible Misconception: Students often don’t see how an impact on one organism can affect others in an ecosystem. Some impacts can be positive for one species but harmful for others. With less preying on seals, this could cause the seal population to increase, leading to fewer fish, a main food source for seals and other larger organisms. Fewer fish means loss of food for other organisms. The organisms (small crustaceans, plankton, etc.) the fish feed on now could cause their populations to expand, which can introduce other problems such as the introduction of a new diseases or pathogens. It can be a chain reaction that we haven’t even thought of.
 
Text Evidence/Content Questions:
3. What do polar bears mostly prey upon?

Polar bears eat primarily seals.

4. Why is sea ice so important for the populations of Arctic polar bears? 

Polar bears have evolved to use the sea ice to catch their prey. They also live on the ice during the coldest winter and spring months. This is where they live and breed. 

5. Explain how polar bears use sea ice to catch their prey. The bears have evolved mainly to eat seals, which provide necessary fats and nutrients in the harsh Arctic environment. Polar bears can't outswim their prey, so instead they use the ice as a platform and ambush seals at breathing holes, or they break through the ice to access seal dens.

6. How has satellite data helped in the study of sea ice and polar bear habitats? Satellite data helps scientists see the sea ice changes in each polar bear subpopulation across the entire Arctic region, using data that are specifically relevant to polar bears in the ecosystem. The data goes back 35 years.

Possible Misconception: Students have heard about polar bears and climate change for years, but now we have 35 years of data that specifically shows the loss of sea ice. We need to use data to get people to understand the scope of the problem and to realize climate change isn’t a political idea, but a reality that we can see supported by research.
 
Writing Prompt: Your local newspaper has asked you to write an article explaining how climate change affects polar bears. Use evidence from the text and data to connect climate change with the loss of habitat for the Arctic polar bear.


Dear Readers,

I am writing today to bring to your attention a critical issue: climate change. This is something that affects and will affect all of us eventually, but currently is affecting ecosystems around the world. One example is the polar bears in the Arctic. Polar bears, a “keystone species,” are facing a threat to their existence by the warming waters of the Arctic. Let me explain.

To begin, polar bears live off the ice. They are large, beautiful, but lumbering creatures that are no match in speed for seals, their main prey. Polar bears stand on the ice, waiting for seals to swim below them so they can attack them from above. Polar bears rely on the seals for sustenance. Did you know that without seals there is little else a polar bear can find to eat? Without the ice, the polar bear has few opportunities to feed.

Second, climate change is causing the warming of the oceans and warming in our atmosphere. Because of this, the Arctic region is experiencing shorter winters. This leads to a shorter amount of time for sea ice to build and last. According to research from the University of Washington, they found a trend toward earlier spring sea ice melt and later ice growth in the fall impacting many populations of polar bears. In 17 of the 19 polar bear subpopulations, scientists discovered the total number of sea ice days declined from seven to 19 days per decade between 1979 and 2014. 19 additional days not to be able to eat could be devastating to the polar bears.  Something needs to be done!

In addition, polar bears have less time to eat, but what about their cubs?  A mother polar bear can sustain her cubs for the summer, but when she comes out of her maternity den in the fall with her cubs, she hasn’t had a meal for months. She must be able to find food or she and her cubs will starve. 

Polar bears are considered a keystone species, which means they have a larger than normal impact on their ecosystem than other organisms. The impact of the loss of sea ice, is bound to affect all organisms in the ecosystem in one way or another.

In conclusion, please understand that climate change has an impact on living things in ways that are not immediately apparent. Polar bears are impacted by climate change through the loss of sea ice, which affects their ability to hunt, eat, and breed.  Something so minor as a few fewer days of winter causes a struggle for life in an organism like the polar bear.  In one way or another, these changes will eventually affect all species, including humans! 
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