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Animal Groups Text Assignments

Leaf-Cutter Ants
Adapted from “Ants in Action” by Kathiann M. Kowalski (2007)

1  You don’t have to travel to South America to watch 
leaf-cutter ants at work. Take a close-up look at these 
amazing insects at the Smithsonian Institution’s 
National Zoo in Washington, DC.

2  The zoo’s large leaf-cutter ant colony lives in chambers, 
or rooms, that are each about the size of a shoebox. 
Estimates suggest that over 10,000 ants can live within 
a single chamber. Large colonies such as the one at the 
zoo often have 15 to 20 chambers. That means the zoo’s 
colony could have around 200,000 ants!

3  Ants in a colony work together like the parts of a body. 
Each ant has a particular job. Each ant must do their 
job for the colony to survive.

4  The colony farms a specific fungus, which is its food. 
Leaf cutters chomp off leaf bits and carry them to the 
fungus area, where smaller gardener ants use the 
leaf bits as food to help the fungus grow. Other ants 
harvest the fungus. The fungus then gets distributed 
so that all the ants get food.
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5  Leaf-cutter ants also have many other jobs. Small, 
bodyguard ants sometimes ride on top of cutters, 
keeping pesky flies from laying eggs on them. Quality 
control ants inspect leaves before letting them into the 
nest. Nurses care for young ants. Garbage collectors 
remove debris throughout the colony.

6  In nature, much of the colony’s work happens 
underground. At the zoo, glass lets visitors see inside 
the colony. Ants farm their fungus in chambers made 
from material that is like soft concrete. Transparent 
tubes provide pathways to and from leaf-gathering 
areas. The zoo adds more tubing and chambers 
as needed. The leaf-cutter colony is always busy, 
so there is always something to see.
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Adapted from “Brrr: Growing Up in Antarctica” by Jodi Forschmiedt (2006)

1  A baby emperor penguin escapes the warm embrace 
of his parent. Squawking loudly, the featherless infant 
thrashes about on the ice. His mother quickly scoops 
the chick back to the safety of her brood pouch, a flap 
of blubbery skin hanging down from her belly. If left 
unprotected for just 2 minutes, the baby would freeze 
to death in the deep, bitter cold of winter in Antarctica.

2  Every other bird in Antarctica migrates, traveling 
north to warmer climates when the cold winter 
comes. But the emperor penguins stay, and their 
chicks hatch in the coldest place on Earth. The 
temperatures usually fall to around 40 degrees below 
zero! To survive in this cold environment and protect 
their chicks, emperor penguins use a combination 
of teamwork and unique characteristics.

3  The first challenge an emperor faces is just being born! 
Female penguins each lay one softball-sized egg and 
then head out to sea to hunt and feed on krill, squid, 
and fish. Caring for the egg is Dad’s job. The male 
emperor keeps the egg warm by holding it on top of his 
feet. His brood pouch hangs down over the egg. This 
protects the egg from the frigid air. If Dad lets the egg 
fall onto the ice, the chick inside will die.

4  Male emperors hold the eggs for over 2 months. 
During that time, they can’t eat or even move very 
much. Penguin dads weigh around 70 pounds, 
about as much as an average 10-year-old child. But 
while babysitting their eggs, they can lose up to half 
their weight!



PhD
 SCIEN

CE® TEKS ED
ITIO

N
 

Survival and Change ▸ Appendix A ▸ Lesson 14 ▸ Resource 

Copyright ©
 Great M

inds PBC
373

5  Emperor dads get ready for their long fast. Over the 
summer, they stuff themselves with squid and fish 
to build up plenty of fat in their bodies to prepare for 
months without eating. In fact, fat is the reason only 
male penguins can tackle the job of caring for the eggs. 
Females are smaller and can’t build up enough fat 
to survive that long with no food.

6  A penguin standing alone on the ice wouldn’t live 
through the winter. He would use up his extra body 
fat too quickly and starve to death. But the penguins 
help each other; all the dads in the colony huddle 
in a group with their backs to the wind to keep warm 
and save their energy. They take turns standing 
in the warm center of the group. A penguin colony 
can range in size from a few hundred to several 
thousand members.

7  The whole time Dad is caring for the egg, Mom 
is at sea. Since the other seabirds have migrated 
north, the emperors get all the food to themselves. 
Mom eats enough to fatten up and store extra food 
in her stomach. When she returns, around the time 
the chick hatches, Mom coughs up the stored food 
and feeds it to her chick. When Mom takes over caring 
for the newly hatched little one, Dad gratefully leaves 
to find his first meal in months. He’ll soon return with 
more food for the chick. Raising a baby is hard work!

8  Chicks have to stay snuggled in their parents’ brood 
pouches because they start life naked. They need 
time to grow feathers for protection from the cold. 
Adult penguins definitely aren’t naked—they keep 
out the cold with layers of “clothes.” An undercoat 
of soft, downy feathers traps in their body heat. Long, 
stiff, overlapping feathers keep out the wind. The 
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their feathers. This makes them waterproof. Finally, 
penguins have a thick layer of fat that insulates 
their bodies.

9  Emperor parents protect their young until the chicks 
have grown feathers, when they’re around 7 weeks 
old. Then, it is time for more teamwork. The chicks 
of the colony huddle in groups. These groups are like 
penguin day-care centers! While their parents hunt, 
the chicks keep each other warm. The adults return 
when they can to feed their chicks.

10  When emperor penguins turn 4 years old, they are all 
grown up. They are now ready to use teamwork and 
their own brood pouches to try to keep an egg warm 
and safe from the cold Antarctic winter.
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Lions and Wildebeests
“Creature Feature: Order in the Pride” by Meg Chorlian (2018)

1  More than a few species in the animal kingdom have 
a matriarchal society. The word matriarchal  describes 
a social group ruled by a mother. Take lions, for 
example. Lions live in a group called a pride. Although 
an average pride includes about 15 lions, a pride 
can include as many as 40 lions. Prides are formed 
based on related females. Mothers, sisters, aunts, and 
daughters work together to help the pride succeed. 
They hunt together. They socialize together. They 
raise their cubs together. They offer protection to one 
another. While female cubs often stay with their pride, 
male cubs are kicked out of the group by the time they 
are two years old.

Adapted from the section Following the Food in “Traveling with the Crowd” by Margaret  
Anderson (2009)

1  Some of the biggest wildlife herds on Earth roam 
the Serengeti Plain in East Africa. Huge numbers 
of wildebeests, zebras, and antelopes are always on the 
move, following seasonal rains that fill the watering 
holes and restore the grasslands. The great wildebeest 
migration starts in the spring on the shortgrass plains 
in the southeast. Herds can number in the thousands. 
These herds eat their way west, then north, and then 
south again, completing a 500-mile loop each year.

2  While the wildebeests roam in search of food, 
so do a host of predators and scavengers. Their food 
is the wildebeest! A pride of lions prowls through the 
grass. A pack of hyenas squabbles over the remains 
of a dead animal. Overhead, a flock of vultures waits 
its turn. A float of hungry crocodiles lurks in the river.
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are limited on the open grassy plains. The wildebeest 
has solved this problem in an unusual way. Almost 
all the babies in the herd are born during the same 
2 weeks. The mothers give birth in the early morning 
when predators are asleep. The newborn calves are 
up and running within minutes, ready to join the 
herd. With so many babies born at the same time, 
predators can make off with only a few, and the herd 
remains strong.
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Musk Oxen and Arctic Wolves
Adapted from the section Circling the Wagons in “Traveling with the Crowd” by Margaret  
Anderson (2009)

1  The musk ox is a shaggy animal with curved horns 
and a sad-looking face. Musk oxen travel in small 
herds of 10 to 20 in the Arctic tundra. When danger 
threatens, they gather together, forming a tight circle 
with their young in the middle and the bulls and cows 
facing outward.

2  This method of defense has served them well for 
thousands of years, since they roamed Earth alongside 
mastodons and mammoths. Those animals are long 
gone, but musk oxen survived the ice ages and are still 
here. Their tight defensive circles kept early hunters 
and predators at bay. Unfortunately, these same tight 
circles made them an easy target for hunters with 
guns, and in some places the musk ox was wiped out. 
But they are now protected, and their numbers are 
on the rise.

3  The musk ox’s main predator is the Arctic wolf. Wolves 
travel in groups of 2 to 36, called packs, usually made 
up of related family members. One male and one female 
are the bosses and make all the decisions. They establish 
the pack’s territory and choose the den sites. They decide 
when to hunt and what the pack will eat for dinner.

4  Wolves are smart and sociable animals. They “talk” 
to one another using whines, grunts, barks, and 
howls. They also understand each other’s body 
language. Members of a pack work together to track 
and bring down prey, such as the musk ox. Although 
wolves are strong, intelligent predators, musk oxen 
are safe as long as they stay in their tight circle. But 
if they panic and run, wolves can outrun them and kill 
the young or weak musk oxen.


