
Predict whether an organism can survive in a particular ecosystem. 

Ecosystems 
 

Read This: 
 An ecosystem consists of all the living and non-living things within an area.  For 
example, an aquarium is a small ecosystem that consists of the fish and plants (living) 
and the water and rocks (non-living).  In the forest ecosystem in Tennessee there are 
many living factors such as plants and animals, and there are many non-living factors 
such as soil, rocks, lakes, and rivers. There are many ecosystems in the world, but we will 
focus on four: tundra, aquatic, rain forest, and desert.  We will discuss how plants and 
animals survive in these ecosystems. 
 The tundra (THINK snow) is known for its cold weather and abundant snow.  
Animals in the tundra have thick fur to help keep them warm, much like we wear coats 
when it gets cold.  Also, the animals’ fur is often white so they can be camouflaged in the 
snow.  Some common animals in the tundra include polar bears, arctic fox, caribou, and 
snow owls.  There are very few plants in the tundra, because the summer is very short.  
However, there are some tall grass and small shrubs that provide food for the small 
animals and caribou.   
 Aquatic (THINK underwater) ecosystems consist of the oceans, lakes, and rivers 
of the world.  There are many fish and other aquatic animals that live in the water.  An 
important adaptation that animals have is gills to allow them to breathe underwater or 
very large lungs that allow them to stay underwater for long periods of time.  Fish have 
gills that allow them to breathe, but turtles and whales have large lungs that hold lots of 
air while they are underwater.  Also, many animals have fins or large flippers that help 
them swim fast in the water.  Aquatic plants usually have floating leaves (like lily pads) 
that allow the plants to get the sunlight they need.   
 Rain forests (THINK green) are full of many plants and animals.  Most of the 
plants are tall and form a canopy of leaves that block much of the sunlight from reaching 
the forest floor.  Any plants living on the forest floor have very large leaves that help 
them gather what little sunlight there is.  Many of the animals will live in the tops of the 
tall trees.  To help them balance in the tall trees they have long tails.  Some examples are 
jaguars and monkeys.  There are also many amphibians such as frogs that have moist 
skin.  They are found in the rain forest, because the rain water helps keep their skin moist 
so they can survive. 
 Deserts (THINK water) are known for their hot and dry weather.  Any plants and 
animals that want to survive in this habitat must be able to store water.  Plants will often 
have very deep roots that allow them to soak up water that is deep underground.  They 
store that water in their trunks (the base of the plant).  Also, most plants such as cactus 
either have very small leaves or spines that prevent the plants from losing water through 
their leaves.  The animals are also well adapted to the desert.  Most only come out at 
night when the air is cooler.  Since they hunt at night, most animals have large eyes that 
allow them to see in the dark.  Many animals, like camels, also have the ability to store 
water in their body.  Lizards and snakes scales also prevent them from losing water 
through their skin. 
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