
Learning objectives

• Students will use previous 
knowledge to defi ne what the 
Arctic looks like in different 
seasons.

• Students will discover the 
importance of the Canadian 
Arctic by brainstorming its 
symbols, languages, climate 
and biodiversity.

• Students will examine 
16 arctic specimens from the 
Canadian Museum of Nature’s 
collection and connect it to the 
arctic environment.

Time required

30-40 minutes 

Grades

3-12

Materials

• Arctic brainstorm worksheet 
(attached)

• Arctic specimen cards (at-
tached)

• Arctic specimen worksheet 
(attached)

• Tiled Map of Canada (educa-
tion.canadiangeographic.ca)

• Copy of Canadian Geographic’s 
article “Fine Specimens”, pages 
55 to 59 (optional)

• Internet access (optional)

Introduction
Have students complete the Arctic brainstorm worksheet. Discuss students’ answers and see if 
there are any patterns in their views of the Arctic. Have students write a list of what they would 
like to learn more about on the worksheet.

Development
Explain that the Arctic is vibrant and full of life. Although many people perceive it as a barren 
region full of snow, the Arctic is rich in biodiversity, resources and culture. The Canadian 
Museum of Nature, located in Ottawa, Ontario, houses one of the largest collection of Arctic 
fl ora and fauna in the world. Each year, scientists from the museum travel to Canada’s Arctic 
and conduct research in one of the museum’s four main disciples: palaeobiology (the study 
of fossils), botany (the study of plants), mineralogy (the study of rocks and minerals) and 
zoology (the study of animals). Distribute the Arctic specimens worksheet and defi ne all four 
disciplines together as a class and have students record these defi nitions.

Next, distribute the Arctic specimen cards to the class. If more than one set of cards has been 
printed, divide students into groups and have each group examine its own set. As students 
examine their specimens, have them determine which discipline it fi ts in and record the 
species’ name on the worksheet. Once all 16 specimens have been examined and divided 
into their appropriate disciplines, have students choose the one specimen they found most 
interesting and complete the bottom of the worksheet, explaining why this specimen is 
important and how it helps us understand the Arctic. Have students come up with a question 
they have about this specimen and visit the museum’s website (nature.ca) to fi nd the answer. 
Finally, have students share their ideas with the rest of the class explaining why they selected 
the specimen they did. 

Conclusion 
In the January/February 2015 issue of Canadian Geographic, “Fine Specimens” references an 
interview with Jennifer Doubt, Canadian Museum of Nature’s Botany curator, who states:

“...there is an urgent need to study the Arctic today, since climate change is
altering the region more quickly than any other place on Earth, while melting
is uncovering new clues about how life responded to past climatic upheavals 
and migrations.”

Divide students into small groups and have each discuss what the they think the scientist 
meant. Ask students how they feel about this comment and to think about what changes they 
may see in the Arctic in their lifetime. Next, have students refl ect on their Arctic specimen 
worksheet and predict the challenge that Arctic species may face as the Earth’s climate 
continues to warm.

EXPLORING THE NORTH

.../Continued



Set-up

Print out one Arctic brainstorm 
worksheet for each student 
and enough sets of the Arctic 
specimen cards for your class. If 
available, hang a map of Canada 
in your classroom, use the Tiled 
Map of Canada or project one on 
the board to show the location of 
the Arctic.

Links to the Canadian National 
Standards for Geography

Essential Element 1: The World in 
Spatial Terms
• Location of major human and 

physical features on Earth

• Distribution of major human 
and physical features at country 
and global scales

Essential Element 2: Places and 
Regions
• Perceptions of places and 

regions

• Regions defi ned by multiple 
criteria

• Changes in places and regions 
over time

• Political and historical charac-
teristics of regions

• Regional analysis of geographic 
issues and questions

Essential Element 5: Environ-
ment and Society
• Human adaptation to the phys-

ical environment

• Limits and opportunities of 
the physical environment for 
human activities

• Global effects on the human 
environment by changes in the 
physical environment

Extend your geographical thinking
Collect all of the specimen cards and invite one student volunteer to randomly choose a card 
and hide it from the rest of the class. Explain that the volunteer must think of three fi rst-
person sentences (e.g., I can be found in water, I live on land, etc.) to best describe their 
specimen without saying to which discipline their specimen belongs. After each sentence, 
allow time for students to guess the specimen. Have the fi rst student who guesses correctly 
select the next card. 

A great way to extend your Arctic learning is to reserve the Arctic Alive giant fl oor map at 
education.canadiangeographic.ca. This resource is available on loan for a period of three weeks 
and is completely free of charge. 

EXPLORING THE NORTH



Arctic Brainstorm Worksheet

What we know

What can you find there?

(Plants/animals/people)

Why is the Arctic important? What is the Actic like in the

Spring 

Summer 

Fall 

Winter

Symbols Describing words

What we want to knowWhat is the Arctic?

Name:                                                             



Arctic Specimen Worksheet

Palaeobiology Zoology

Specimen

is important because...

Botany Minerology

Name:                                                             

Specimens

AMPELISCA MACROCEPHALA

ARCTIC COD

AULACOMNIUM TURGIDUM 

BEAVER

DIAMOND

DRYAS INTEGRIFOLIA

GALENA

GORMANITE

ICE

 MOSQUITO

MUSKOX

PLIOCENE CAMEL

PUIJILA DARWINI

RHIZOCARPON GEOGRAPHICUM

THALASSIOSIRA NORDENSKIOELDII

TIKTAALIK ROSEAE
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e m
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 C
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d protru

din
g m

ou
th

. A
 sleek, slen

der fi sh
 

th
at grow

s u
p to 30 cen
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e m
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) is so tin

y you n
eed a m

icroscope to 
see it. B

ut despite its size, these and other com
m

on phytoplankton form
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w
alls called frustules, w

hich stay in the environm
ent long after the organism

s die. A
fter 

sin
kin

g to the sea fl oor, the glass shells provide key physical eviden
ce for researchers 

learning about earlier clim
ates and conditions in w

hich the organism
s grew

. 

D
rYAs in

teg
riFo

liA
LIFE IS N

O
T

 EA
SY

 for fl ow
ering plants in the H

igh A
rctic. In an urgent frenzy during the 

A
rctic’s short sum

m
er season, D

ryas integrifolia (the m
ountain aven) and sim

ilar species 
have to grow

, fl ow
er and then produce seed, all before w

inter returns. A
 m

em
ber of the rose 

fam
ily, this plant’s stem

 and leaves are fuzzy, creating a thin layer of still air that protects it 
from

 the A
rctic’s extrem

ely dry, m
oisture-sucking w

inds. Inuit often called these plants 
m

alikkaat, or “the follow
ers,” because they follow

 the seasons: the fl ow
ers fold out in one 

direction w
hen sum

m
er is com

ing, and tw
ist and fold the opposite w

ay for w
inter. 
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