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Topics to explore:

 ecosystems

 elements of art

 responses to literature

This place covers over a third 

of its continent.

It encompasses part of eight countries.

It is home to some of the tallest trees  

and tiny colorful amphibians.

It is surrounded by unique animals 

and vegetation.

It helps all of us breathe, and is the  

largest of its kind in the world.

Letting Others Know

U4 Track 2

15

R
ea

d
in

g

6PRI 3B UNO BL U4 STD C4.indd   15 25/09/14   11:28



v  
Key Words

biome

carcasses

ecosystems

erode

food chain

habitats

hibernate

niche

nutrients

organisms

precipitation

predators

species

symbiosis

Predicting Video

A  Answer the questions in complete sentences.

1. What does the title tell you about what the

passage is about?

2. What can you tell about this passage from

the picture?

3. What do the key words tell you about this passage?

U4 Track 3
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Written by Angela Maria Padron
Photo Selection by Monica Delgado de Patrucco

Earth is a wondrous place. It is the only planet in the 

solar system with evidence of life. Living things interact 

with one another in different ecosystems. An ecosystem 

can be as small as a puddle of water. It can be as large 

as a desert. In every ecosystem there are habitats. 

A habitat is an environment where the same types 

of organisms, or living things, live together. The 

organisms live in groups called populations. 

Communities are formed when populations 

interact with one another. When communities 

interact with the nonliving things outside their 

habitats, an ecosystem is formed.

Habitats provide populations with their basic 

needs. These needs include food, water, and 

oxygen. When a habitat can no longer provide 

these needs, the populations must look for a 

different habitat. Sometimes organisms need to 

look for a different habitat because of competition. 

Organisms may fight over food or territory if there is 

not enough for everyone.

Symbiosis is when two organisms from different species 

live in close association with each other—often benefiting 

from sharing the same habitat. Sometimes one organism will 

benefit greatly from the shared environment while the other is not 

affected. Sometimes one organism benefits while the other suffers.

Ecosystems
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Food Chains

Every member of an ecosystem has an important niche. A niche is the role the organism plays 

in its environment. If one part of the ecosystem becomes more dominant than another, the 

entire ecosystem can become unbalanced. A food chain explains how organisms interact in their 

ecosystem. Plants are called producers. They use sunlight, water, and carbon dioxide to produce 

their own food. This process is called photosynthesis.

Animals are consumers. They cannot create their own food for energy. Animals that eat only 

plants are herbivores. Carnivores eat other animals. Omnivores eat both plants and animals. 

Decomposers fall into the last part of the food chain. They break down the remains of dead 

plants and animals. This helps recycle the minerals and nutrients back into the soil to help plants 

grow, which leads back to the start of the food chain.

Many animals eat more than one kind of food. They can be part of more than one food chain. 

A food web shows how different food chains connect in an ecosystem.

In this Amazon rain forest food chain, energy is transferred when the producer (sea grass) feeds the 
consumer (capybara), who feeds the secondary consumer (jaguar), who feeds the decomposer (yellow 
mushroom), who then feeds the producer (sea grass).
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The Desert Biome

A biome is an ecosystem that includes many habitats in a certain climate. Climate describes the 

average weather and temperature of a region. One of Earth’s biomes is the desert. A desert has 

a very dry climate. It also has extremely hot or cold temperatures and very little rainfall. Desert 

organisms are adapted to living under these conditions. Desert plants can 

go for long periods of time without water. Most desert animals can get their 

water from the food they eat.

The Sonoran Desert is located in the southwestern part of the United 

States. Kangaroo rats are nocturnal rodents in this desert. They sleep 

during the hot days. At night, when it is cooler, they look for food. 

Kangaroo rats are herbivores. They eat seeds of bushes and grasses. They 

are able to get water from the seeds to stay hydrated. Rattlesnakes live in 

the Sonoran Desert, too. They are carnivores that prey on rodents such as 

the kangaroo rat. Red-tailed hawks are also predators. They fly overhead 

and swoop down to catch snakes, rodents, and other birds. Hawks spit 

out parts such as bones and feathers that they cannot eat. Termites are 

a type of decomposer in this desert. They eat wood, animal skeletons, 

and dead grass, and they break down these remains. This helps fertilize 

the soil for new plant growth.
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The Tundra Biome

The tundra is the coldest type of biome on Earth. The Arctic tundra is located near the North Pole. 

The Arctic tundra has low-growing plants but no trees. It has a frozen layer of soil called permafrost. 

Plants and animals have adapted to the freezing 

temperatures and cold winds of the Arctic tundra. 

During the cold months, plants stay dormant under 

the snow. They may retain their leaves or store 

nutrients throughout the year. Others grow a thick 

covering over themselves for protection.

For similar reasons, the polar bear has a thick 

skin and special fur to keep its body warm. The 

polar bear is part of many different food chains. 

Polar bears mainly eat seals, but they also eat the 

remains of dead whales and walruses. When those 

foods are not available, the polar bear will eat 

almost any smaller animals it can find.

 The arctic fox also has thick fur and a furry tail 

to stay warm. The arctic fox is a scavenger that 

eats the food that is left when the polar bears are 

finished eating. In the winter months, the arctic 

fox’s fur is white. In spring, it turns brownish grey. 

These colors help the fox camouflage itself. This 

allows it to sneak up on its prey.

The arctic hare is one type of prey for the fox. 

Arctic hares are small, white rodents related to rabbits. 

Arctic hares dig paths through grass or under the 

snow. This is how they make their shelter and look 

for food. Arctic hares are herbivores that mostly eat 

woody plants, mosses, and berries.
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Grasslands

A grassland is a biome with a windy 

climate. It is covered with tall grasses 

but has very few trees. Temperate 

grasslands have hot summers and cold 

winters. Grasslands do not receive much 

precipitation. This means there is very little 

rainfall. The Great Plains are temperate 

grasslands. They are located in the central 

part of the United States. They extend 

north into Canada and south into Mexico. 

American bison are large mammals that 

graze on the Great Plains. They roam the 

land to eat the grass. Gazelles and prairie 

dogs also feed on grass and roots. Wolves 

and coyotes hunt these animals for food.
Tropical grasslands are closer to the 

equator. In Africa, tropical grasslands are 

called savannas. Savannas have a hot, dry 

climate for part of the year. Fires often burn 

during this season. The fires help replenish 

the soil with nutrients. This allows new 

plants to grow. There is also a wet season 

with heavy rains.

Many species of animals graze on the 

savannas. Zebras and antelope eat the 

grass for food. Predators such as lions and 

leopards eat these animals. Meerkats also 

live on the savannas. They are omnivores 

that eat insects and plants. Vultures and 

hyenas are scavengers. They eat carcasses 

of animals that have died from natural 

causes or from an attack. What they leave 

behind after they have digested these 

remains goes back into the earth to start the 

food chain at the beginning again.

21Unit 4 · Nature

R
ea

d
in

g

6PRI 3B UNO BL U4 STD C4.indd   21 25/09/14   11:29



The Oceans 

Oceans cover about three-quarters of Earth’s surface. The 

ocean, or marine biome, is the largest on the planet. The 

marine biome is divided into many smaller ecosystems. 

Each ocean level has a different temperature. These layers 

receive different amounts of sunlight. Many species of 

plants and animals live in the layers. Crabs and small 

fish can be found closer to the shore.

Plankton is found in the open ocean. 

Plankton consists of tiny plants and animals 

that float near the surface. Most plankton is 

microscopic, or too small to be seen with just 

your eyes. Plankton is at the beginning of the 

marine food chain. It is a source of food for 

many organisms. For example, fish and squid 

eat plankton. Then, seals and dolphins eat the 

fish and squid. Carnivores such as orca whales 

then feed on these mammals. Orca whales are also 

known as killer whales.

As the waters get deeper, there is less sunlight 

for plants to use to produce their own food. The 

temperature of the water also gets colder. Bacteria 

and fungi act as nutrients for organisms. Sponges and 

sea stars eat these nutrients to survive.
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Coral reefs are ecosystems found in 

warm, shallow waters. Coral polyps are 

tiny animals that live close together in 

colonies. They eat algae and plankton.  

The coral acts as a shelter for many 

organisms. Jellyfish and sea snakes are two 

kinds of animals in coral reefs. The Great 

Barrier Reef in Australia is the largest coral 

reef in the world. It is an ecosystem with 

more than 1,500 species of fish. The crown-

of-thorns starfish preys heavily on coral. 

This starfish can multiply so quickly that several coral reefs are becoming endangered.

Estuaries are unique ecosystems. They can form where freshwater rivers flow into the salty 

ocean. An estuary is partially enclosed by land. The horseshoe crab is one important animal 

that lives in an estuary. It crawls along the bottom of the water. It picks up clams and worms 

to eat. The eggs of horseshoe crabs are a source of food for 

other animals. Some mussels and barnacles cling to the 

underside of the horseshoe crab’s shell for shelter.

Mangroves are a type of tree found in some estuaries. 

They grow in large clusters with huge roots. Mangroves 

protect the coast from severe storms that 

can erode the land. The mangroves 

also provide a protected area for many 

species of fish. Birds and lizards live in 

the branches and roots of the mangrove 

trees, too.
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Forests

Forests are biomes that 

are covered with trees and 

vegetation. They produce 

much of the oxygen that 

living things need to breathe. 

Tropical forests are located 

close to the equator. Tropical 

forests have a rainy and a 

dry season. There are no cold 

winters. They have many 

diverse species of plants 

and animals. Mosses and ferns 

are two types of plants in a tropical forest. Many types of birds and bats can live in this 

ecosystem, too.

A temperate forest has four seasons. In the fall, leaves change color. In the winter, trees 

are bare. Squirrels and rabbits feed on the grass and small plants in temperate forests. 

Bobcats and foxes eat small mammals.

The northern boreal forests are located south of the tundra. They are also called taigas. 

These forests have a cold, dry climate. The plants and animals in this biome are adapted to 

very harsh winters. Pine and spruce trees have leaves that look like needles to hold in water. 

Many animals do not stay in these forests during the winters. They travel south to warmer 

climates. Some animals, such as bears and raccoons, 

hibernate in caves or burrows. 

Hibernation is when an 

animal falls into a very 

deep sleep so that 

it can save 

its energy 

until food 

sources are 

more readily 

available.
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There are many factors that can affect 

ecosystems. Natural disasters can destroy 

parts of habitats. Pollution is another factor 

that can affect life in an ecosystem. Harmful 

chemicals and wastes can destroy the 

environment. It can damage the supply of 

basic needs for many species.

Humans have introduced some plants and 

animals to ecosystems. These foreign species 

compete with the native species for shelter 

and food. This competition can make the 

ecosystem weaker. It can affect the symbiosis 

between organisms.

People fish or hunt animals in different 

habitats. Sometimes this causes the number 

of some species to decline. 

In some ecosystems, 

trees are being cut 

down to make room 

for homes and 

buildings.

People can help ecosystems 

survive. They can clean up 

garbage and recycle. They can 

follow the laws for protecting their 

environment. Everyone can play a 

role in preserving the ecosystems of 

our world. After all, we are part of 

the largest ecosystem in the solar 

system— Earth!
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Checking

A  Choose the correct answer. Videos

1. Symbiosis is when two organisms from different species…

a. live in close association with each other.

b. live in different ecosystems.

c. fall into a deep sleep in winter.

d. graze on the plains.

2. Why are animals called consumers?

a. They make their own food.

b. They break down food into nutrients.

c. They cannot produce their own food.

d. They throw their food away.

3. Why is plankton found at the beginning of the 

marine food chain?

a. It decomposes food into minerals.

b. It is found at the bottom of the ocean.

c. It eats larger animals such as seals.

d. It is a source of food for many organisms.

4. Species can compete with one another for…

a. shelter and food.

b. erosion of the land.

c. finding a new ecosystem.

d. precipitation and climate.

5. Why are plants called producers?

a. They eat decomposers.

b. They feed animals.

c. They make their own food.

d. They grow everywhere.
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B  Answer the Critical Thinking questions in complete sentences.

1. Compare and contrast two of the food chains discussed in the text. What ecosystems are they 

found in? How are they alike? How are they different?

 

 

 

 

 

2. Which ecosystems support human life and which do not?

 

 

 

 

 

3. What animals would be included in a food chain in one of the other biomes you read about in 

this unit?

 

 

 

 

 

BEBEBE toleranttoleranttolerant

What does it mean to be tolerant?
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Summarizing

A  Complete the four-column chart below with details about the different biomes discussed in the 

passage. Include information from the passage and other resources. Videos

  Biome   Climate   Plants and Animals    Other Characteristics

Desert

Tundra

Grassland

Oceans

Forest

Goodnight Safari
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Reflecting  

A  What are some steps you can take to help preserve 

Earth’s ecosystems? Write at least one paragraph to 

explain your answer. Include examples from the passage 

to support your answer. Video
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Main Idea and Details

A  Answer the questions in complete sentences. Videos

1. What is the main idea of paragraph three on page 17?

 

 

2. “Animals are consumers” is the main idea on page 18. Mention some supporting details.

 

 

3. What does the text say about biomes? Where did you find the information?

 

 

 

4. Describe the Tundra.

 

 

 

5. Which are the topic sentences on page 21?

 

 

 

6. Which sentences give details about estuaries on page 23? Which sentence introduces the topic of 

mangroves?
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Comparing and Contrasting

A  Answer the questions using complete sentences. Videos

1. How does the author contrast the sizes of the ecosystems in the first paragraph on page 17?

 

 

 

2. What is the difference between animals that live in deserts and those that live in grasslands?

 

 

 

3. What is the author comparing in the second paragraph on page 22? Give examples.

 

 

 

4. What does the author say to contrast coral reefs and estuaries on page 23?

 

 

 

5. How can people help ecosystems survive?
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Practicing

A  Fill in each blank with the correct vocabulary word. Then, circle those words in the puzzle below. Videos

 1. Living things interact with one another in different .

 2. The bodies of dead animals are called . 

 3. Ecosystems in a certain climate with many habitats are called .

 4. When rocks wear away, they . 

 5. When two different species live in close association they live in . 

 6. When some animals go into a very deep sleep in the winter they . 

 7. A visual way to understand a community’s food source is called a .

 8. The role an organism plays in its environment is called its . 

 9. Living things are called . 

 10. Environments where the same types of organisms, or living things, live together are called 

. 

 11. Things that provide nourishment are called . 

 12. Rain, snow, or sleet are forms of .

 13. A group of animals with similar characteristics is called a(n) . 

 14. Animals who hunt other animals are called . 

S P A E R O D E S Q H F R E E

P R E C I P I T A T I O N K L

E E Q O A N D R E A B O U P O

C D Y S H R E C I P E D T O R

I A N Y A E C O S Y R C R I G

E T E S P E B A E Z N H I J A

S O L T A T S H S Q A A E P N

C R I E H Y C L M S T I N T I

A S Y M B I O S I S E N T A S

L O D S N U R S R E Y S S A M

B I O M E S H H A B I T A T S
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