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Preview 
Going to the “ends of the Earth” takes you to the Arctic 
and the Antarctic. This activity engages students in 
sorting picture cards comparing similarities and 
differences between the Polar Regions in a table-sized 
Venn Diagram. 

 
Background 
The Polar Regions are the regions surrounding the 
geographic North and South Poles. Both areas experience 
extreme cold and the ice sheets (Greenland and 
Antarctica) are found in the Polar Regions. Because they 
are so cold and remote, many people think they are 
virtually the same, but even though there are similarities, 
there are also some big differences. One main difference 
is that polar bears live only in the Arctic and penguins only 
in the Antarctic. 
 
The area in the north is called the Arctic and includes 
most of the Arctic Ocean as well as the northern parts of 
North America, Europe, and Asia. The Arctic is ocean 
surrounded by land. The most common definition of 
“Arctic” is the area within the imaginary circle drawn on 
the map at 66o34’ N above which the sun does not set on 
the summer solstice and does not rise on the winter 
solstice. At the North Pole, the sun rises once each year 
and sets once each year! Others define the Arctic as the 
region above the “tree line” where you will find only 
shrubs and lichens growing. Other researchers define the 
region as the high latitudes where the average daily 
summer temperature does not rise above 10o C (50o F) 

 
Materials 
 
 
 
1-set of picture 
cards for each group 
 
1-answer sheet 
(given when the 
activity is completed) 
 
 
Make a table-sized 
Venn Diagram—some 
possible ways to 
make the circles: 
   --string 
   --hula hoops 
   --chalk 
   --painter’s tape 
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Millions of people have lived here for thousands of years and have adapted well to 
the frigid temperatures and the long, dark winter nights. There is great diversity 
of plant and animal species that live on land and in the ocean in the Arctic Region. 
 
The area in the south is called the Antarctic and includes the area south of the 
Antarctic Circle defined as the imaginary line on the map at 66o 34’ S. As in the 
north, from the Arctic Circle to the South Pole, the sun does not rise on the winter 
solstice and does not set on the summer solstice. The Antarctic is a continent 
surrounded by ocean. Other than scientists and the staff that supports the 
research, no one lives on the continent of Antarctica, but 30 countries operate 
science bases including another 35 field research stations. Antarctica is not owned 
by any country, but is governed by the Antarctic Treaty which was signed by 48 
nations and protects the continent for peace and science. 

 
Key Concepts 
 
Activity Directions 

1.   Make a Venn diagram with the overlapping circles 
stacked vertically representing the North Pole at the 
top and the South Pole at the bottom. 

2.   Sort the picture cards into the correct sections of 
the Venn Diagram. 

3.   When the group is satisfied with their answers, they 
can get the answer sheet from the leader and check 
their answers. 

4.  Discuss which cards were the most challenging. Were 
there any that could be argued to fit into different 
circles depending on the definition?  Did any of the 
results surprise them? 

 

ARCTIC 

ANTARCTIC 

BOTH 
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Extensions 
 
In groups with more background knowledge on the Polar Regions, a more difficult 
activity would be to draw the Venn Diagram on chart paper and have groups think 
about what they know about similarities and differences between the regions. In 
groups with less background knowledge, limit the cards used to Arctic #’s 1, 2, 5, 
6, 8; Antarctic #’s 1, 2, 6, 8, 10; Both #’s 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 11. 
 

Next Generation Science Standards 
(NGSS) 
Even though this activity is more of a social studies or geography activity, it can be 
used to introduce and give context to any units of study that relate to the Polar 
Regions or climate change. 
 
Systems and System Models 
Defining the system under study—specifying its boundaries and making explicit a 
model of that system. 
 
Stability and Change 
For natural …systems conditions of stability and determinants of rates of change… 
are critical elements of study. 
 
Disciplinary Core Ideas in Earth and Space Science 
ESS2.C The Roles of Water in Earth’s Surface Processes 
ESS2.D Weather and Climate 
ESS3.C Human Impacts on Earth Systems 
ESS3.D Global Climate Change 
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KEY to Photo Cards 
 
Arctic 

1.    Ocean surrounded by land 
2.    Millions of people live here 
3.    Military operations 
4.    Environment not protected 
5.    Many species of land mammals live here 
6.    Polar Bears 
7.    Dogs pulling sleds 
8.    North Pole 

Antarctic 
1.   Land surrounded by ocean 
2.   No people live here 
3.   No military operations are allowed 
4.   Protected environment 
5.   No sled dogs allowed 
6.   No land mammals live here 
7.   Largest permanent land inhabitant is a wingless fly 
8.   Penguins 
9.   Regularly experience an ozone hole 
10.  South Pole 

Both 
1.    Lots of ice and snow  
2.    Extremely cold temperatures     
3.    Volcanoes       
4.    Icebergs 
5.    Seals 
6.   Whales 
7.   Tourists/Cruise ships 
8.   Icebreaker ships 
9.    6 months of darkness 
10.  6 months of light 
11.    Scientists  
12.  Auroras 
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