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rattlesnake® slithers’ toward the animals. “Chirp® yip!” The

prairie dog gives a warning cry and shakes its tail. Quick

as you can blink’, the animals dive' into holes and scurry"
away through a web of tunnels”. The prairie dogs know that
rattlesnakes can swallow" baby prairie dogs whole.

By warning of danger, these little prairie dogs help one another

survive'’. But even in a group, prairie dogs can’t make it on their

. ¥4 own. The group’s survival depends on the other animals, plants,
soil”’, and air in the ecosystem. So get ready to dig deep into a
prairie ecosystem—and see some of the amazing'® ways that plants
and animals work together.

1. yip mt. LFEIER
2. scan v REEE
3. horizon ” 2k
4. bark v B, Y
5. nibble B — s — MR
6. rattlesnake s R
7. slither ¥ () B
8. chirp 7 e OB 7
9. blink i HZ AR
10. dive ¥ IR, HE
11, scurry ¥ a2l
12. tunnel 7 HhiE
13. swallow ¥ . ar
14. survive ¥ ¥
15. soil 7~ fuui ]
16. amazing adf; RAR







Red-tailed hawk?

1he North American prairie
was once one of the
largest grasslands on
Larth. Today much of it lies
beneath! cities or croplands® or
roadways?. But parts of the prairie are
still prairie.

ust east of the Rocky Mountains®, where the climate’

is very dry, lies a stretch® of shortgrass prairie’. There you" s nd bison®

munching’ the plants and prairie dogs yipping. You'll see short, stubby'’
grasses and big yellow sunflowers''. You could see a snake glide'* past or a hawk"”
circling overhead'*. And you might even catch sight of a jackrabbit'’ or a deer-like
pronghorn'°—the fastest mammal'’ in North America—speeding by.

These plants and animals are all important to this prairie ecosystem. An ecosystem
can be described as the soil, rocks, plants, animals, water, climate, land, and all the

processes that link'® these things together.

All of the living things in the shortgrass prairie ecosystem work together to keep it
healthy. These species'® might not survive in a different ecosystem—a forest or a
swamp™’, for example. But each is right at home here, getting everything it needs

from the prairie.

1. beneath . T THE 12. glide v BT
2. cropland n i, RHE 13. hawk . i
3. roadway . 178 14. overhead ady 7 3LTR R
4. Rocky Mountains SEE LB 15. jackrabbit " KEXF%
5. climate ”n & 16. pronghorn " X B
6. stretch " ER/N—R 17. mammal " IEFLENY)
7. shortgrass prairie txZEBEER 18. link v ERE
8. bison . 4 19. species " 4
9. munch ¥ 8 11°E 20. swamp 1, BF
10. stubby ad). sE AR 21. goldenrod . —IXREEIED
11. sunflower . BISE:3 22. bloom 4 i
23. red-tailed hawk EANER"S

Goldenrod®' blooming®? on the prairie



What makes these four ecosystems different?
‘ A

pond

Dry Air Makes a Difference
Each ecosystem has its own particular'
climate. On the shortgrass prairie, the air
feels as dry as dust and the sun beats down
on you. You look for shade, but.there are
no trees in sight. A warm wind dries your

sweat’ as soon as it forms.

The heat, wind, and lack® of water on the
shortgrass prairie are as much a part of the
ecosystem as the animals and plants. Only
species that are adapted” to these conditions
can survive there. Prairie grasses need

long roots that soak’ up water from deep
underground. This helps grasses survive
long droughts’. The strong winds spread
pollen’ among grasses and help them make
new seeds. Bison can graze® all day in the
sun without seeking shade, and prairie dogs
and badgers” live in burrows' to keep cool

in summer and warm in winter.

Community" Living

Water, air, and earth are nonliving parts

of an ecosystem. The living part is the

community of plants and animals. Animals in
a community count on other members of the
community for food. And that’s not the only

way they help one another.

In the prairie community, butterflies and other
insects' spread pollen from flower to flower,
helping new plants grow up to feed more
animals. Ladybugs" help plants by eating
smaller insects that could chew' through the
leaves and stems. Prairie dogs build burrows
that other animals share: Burrowing owls',
black-footed ferrets', rattlesnakes, mice,
lizards'’, and spiders' all make cozy'’ nests

in abandoned” prairie dog tunnels.

1. particular adj. IKH 11. community  # BE
2. sweat n JF7K 12, insect a B4
3. lack 7. #Hh= 13. ladybug . * ®=
4. adapt ¥ B 14. chew v iz ;1
5. soak v WU 15. burrowing ow! s
6. drought ” +5 16. black-footed ferret & 2§
7. pollen ” EH 17, lizard . 9 85
8. graze i HEEYE 18. spider . ik
9. badger . # 19. cozy ady. BEFIEFIEMR
10. burrow . #iE 20. abandoned w  WIEFH



Sometimes animals even take advantage of

other species’ hunting habits. While a badger

uses its strong claws' to dig into a prairie

dog tunnel, a coyote’ may stand near another

tunnel exit’, tensed” and ready to spring’ on

fleeing” animals.

1. claw i I 9. amount Vi HE
2. coyote no MAIR: ZBIR - 10. rainfall 7 355
3. exit " HH  11. section 7 ih X
4. tense ) TG %K 12, tallgrass prairie It EBEE &
5. spring ) Bk. Bk 13. mixed-grass prairie

6. flee 1 WwE BEILEER
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Coyote pup'

Interesting -
Questions . ..

Q: Pronghorns can run 97 kilometers per hour

(about 60 miles per hour), and jackrabbits
can run 72 kilometers per hour (about 45
miles per hour). Why might prairie animals
need to run faster than forest creatures”?

A: On the prairie, there’s nowhere to hide

from a hungry coyote or another predator®.
So animals need to be able to speed way.

: Is shortgrass the only type of prairie in
North America?

A: No. The height of prairie grass is linked

to the amount® of rainfall°. In the rainy
eastern sections'!, some species of
grasses grow 2 or 3 meters (about 7 to

10 feet) high on the tallgrass prairie’2.
Farther west, tall grasses blend with
shorter species on the drier mixed-

grass prairie'. Still farther west lies the
shortgrass prairie. (See map on page 11.)




Habitat', Sweet Habitat

In your home, you find what you need

to surviv’é: food, water, dry land, air, and
temperatures that don’t make you freeze
or boil’. A wild plant or animal finds
everything it needs in its habitat. Even
the harshest environment can be a perfect

place for some plants and animals to live.

The prairie has hot summers and cold
winters. So how do plants survive this
range’ of temperatures, harsh winds, and
dry soil? Adaptations® help them survive.
Prairie plants send roots deep and wide
so that they can soak up moisture’ and
stand firm in the wind. The thick tangles’
of roots hold soil so that it doesn’t blow
away. They hold so tightly that settlers’
used to slice® out blocks’ of dirt called
sod'"—held together by roots—and use
them like bricks'' to build houses.

If they lose too much of their habitat,

populations—plants and animals of

the same species in a certain area—are

10

reduced” in number. And that’s just what
happened as the human population grew
in prairie regions"”’. When settlers crossed
the nation in the 1800s, they began to turn
large areas of the prairie into farms and

cattle' ranches".

Today much of the prairie has been turned
into commercial'® farmland. And many
cities and towns have spread across what
was once open grassland. In some states,
as much as 90 percent has been lost over

the past 150 years.

1. habitat .

2. boil »

3. range /7, e

4. adaptation I BERMHTL
5. moisture ” BR ;K5
6. tangle [ wite—H
7. settler n SHAFF IR &
8. slice ) I
9. block a7, Kt
10. sod " B
11. brick 1. %
12. reduce ' b - TN
13. region 2 $h X
14. cattle ”n “®
15. ranch ”n Py e
16. commercial ad. B



Finding a Niche'

Each species in an ecosystem performs’

a speciaf function’, or role. That role is
called a niche. A niche includes everything
that a species eats, as well as when a

species sleeps and where it lives.

No two animals have the same niche. For

example, both bison and pronghorn graze

Prairie Grasslands

Ve

Prairie Grasslands
Historic Present

I: Shortgrass -
| Mixed-grass [ |
[ ] Taligrass [

NN »

Pronghorn antelope’

on prairie plants, and both are part of the
same community. However, the bison eats
grass and the pronghorn eats a plant called
sage’. Each animal occupies’ a different

niche and doesn’t compete’® with the other.

1. niche . TS
2. perform ’ KEefT
3. function 7 3=
4. sage . REEREY
5. occupy it =K}
6. compete 1 =)
7. pronghorn antelope EEXAH
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Changing and

Staying the Same

Ecosysten;s tend' to stay in balance even
when conditions change. For example, in
warm, dry years, grasshopper’ populations
may soar’ until the prairie hops® with up to
30 of them per square meter (square yard).
Then, birds, mice, coyotes, and other
predators have a feast’. They munch the
big green insects and soon the grasshopper
population drops again. The system stays

in balance.

Ecosystems can regain their balance even
after huge changes, such as those caused
by fire. In fact, fires clear away invading®
trees and shrubs’. Fires also clear away

the dead plants that pile up on the soil.

12

Native plants have adapted to survive
destructive’ fires. Many grasses can grow
again from underground roots:or stems
after a wildfire. Bolts of lightning'® have
been setting off prairie fires for thousands
of years. Native Americans also learned to
set prairie fires. They knew that tender"
green grass would grow back, attracting
the bison. They also knew that the mix of
grazing animals, fire, and climate kept the

prairie healthy.

1. tend ! #E
2. grasshopper // HEiE 12 d
3. soar ! Hhig
4. hop ) Bk ER
5. feast Z B
6. invade ) 7?2 1®

7. shrub . EXR
8. native ad) AEEEKD
9. destructive ad), BIRHY
10. bolts of lightning N BB
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Bigger Changes

Once there were wolves and grizzly bears'
on the prairie. Wolves sometimes kill
cows and dogs. Grizzly bears may attack
humans. So settlers hunted these animals
and took over their habitat. Wolves and
grizzlies were eventually’ in danger of
becoming extinct’. Now scientists are
working to help increase the size of these

populations.

Prairie dogs still have a hard time in the
United States. Ranchers* fear that prairie
dogs eat too much of their cattle’s grass.
So they shoot and poison’ prairie dogs,
severely reducing their numbers. This
has nearly wiped out black-footed ferrets,
which rely on prairie dogs for food and

energy.

Some animals manage to live with humans
better than others do. As people took over
their habitat, coyotes changed their diets’
to include garbage’, as well as insects and
other small animals found in lawns® and
gardens. Coyotes have adapted so well that
their habitat has actually increased in the
past hundred years. They were once found
only in the West, but now they thrive’ in

every state except Hawaii .

grizzly bear X BE
. eventually adv.

. extinct adj

. rancher

. poison

diet

. garbage 17 1%

lawn
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. thrive
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Pass the Energy, Please
BREREE

You re a member of the Lakota Indian tribe! in South Dakota®. Today
you re riding your horse out onto the prairie to check on your herd’ of

bison. Your tribe has more than 3,000 of the huge animals. You count
many baby bison trailing’ their mothers. ~ [ CIRAZIST)
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and boiled hooves’ to form glue

tools, such as scrapers'” to clean bison skin.

the prairie.

. Lakota Indian tribe
. South Dakota

herd n
trail !
sew 1

skin "

. blanket 7

A member of the Lakota
tribe, one of 50 tribes who
are bringing bison to the

prairie.

RREMENERNE

n the""past, your tribe depended on bison for meat and more. Men and women
sewed’ skins® into shoes and blankets’. They melted® bison fat to make soap

. Tribe members even carved'' bones into

In the late 1800s, European settlers killed most of the bison. Across North
America, the bison population fell from more than 50 million in 1800 to one
thousand in 1900. Many Native Americans starved" to death. Today your Lakota
friends and family get much of their energy from the food they buy at the
grocery'* store. But Native Americans have also started to eat bison again. Fifty

Native American tribes are working together to bring thousands of bison back to

Every population in an ecosystem needs energy from food to survive. And

some populations are themselves food for others.
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