
IPY Vocabulary Words 
 

Adaptation: the process of changes in a living organism or in cultural systems that 
aid in adjustment to the conditions of the environment, facilitating the ability to 
inhabit and exploit a particular environment. 
 
Adze:  a tool similar to an axe that is mounted crossways and is used for chipping 
or slicing wood. 
 
Alaska: a state of the United States in extreme northwest North America 
including the Aleutian Islands and Alexander Archipelago. It is separated from 
the other mainland states by British Columbia, Canada. Alaska was admitted as 
the 49th state in 1959 and is the largest state of the Union. The territory was 
purchased from Russia in 1867 for $7,200,000 and was known as Seward's Folly 
(after Secretary of State William H. Seward, who negotiated the purchase) until 
gold was discovered in the late 1800s. Juneau is the capital and Anchorage the 
largest city. Population: 670,000. 
 
Albedo:  the fraction of the total light striking a surface that gets reflected 
from that surface. An object that has a high albedo (near 1) is very bright; an 
object that has a low albedo (near 0) is dark. The Earth's albedo is about 0.37. 
The Moon's is about 0.12. 
 
Antarctic convergence:  the fairly well defined boundary that exists between the 
cold Antarctic waters and the warmer waters to the north and can be traced 
around the world. 
 
Antarctic:  the region around the South pole; Antarctica and surrounding waters. 
 
Anthropomorphic:  attributing human-like characteristics to something that is not 
human (anthropomorphic sculptures and paintings). See related web page. 
 
Arctic Ocean: the waters surrounding the North Pole between North America 
and Eurasia. The smallest ocean in the world, it is covered by pack ice throughout 
the year. 



Arctic Ocean: the waters surrounding the North Pole between North America 
and Eurasia. The smallest ocean in the world, it is covered by pack ice throughout 
the year. 
 
Arctic: the area lying above 66 1⁄2 degrees North latitude that includes the 
Northern Lands and Arctic Ocean. 
 
Baffin Island: the 5th largest island and the largest island of Arctic Canada; lies 
between Greenland and Hudson Bay. 
 
Baleen:  baleen, historically sometimes referred to as whalebone, is a hard, horny, 
springy substance that grows in long plates in the mouths of toothless whales. 
Whales use it to filter out small food organisms and plankton from the ocean 
waters. Baleen was a valuable product for making articles such as corsets and 
umbrellas. 
 
Barbed harpoon:  type of implement that detaches from its shaft after it pierces 
the prey, becoming lodged under the blubber and skin by means of its barbed 
sides. Developed before the toggling harpoon, it is thought to have originated 
from paleolithic fish harpoons. See related web page. 
 
Biface:  chipped or flaked stone tool that has been worked on both of its sides, 
or faces. 
 
Biodiversity: the number, variety, and genetic variation of different organisms 
found within a specified geographic region. 
 
Blubber:  thick layer of fat on whales, walruses and seals that helps insulate them 
from the cold. Used by people as a food source, as well as for oil and fuel, it was a 
major product of whaling economy. 
 
Boreal forest: known in the Old World as the taiga, it is the mostly coniferous 
forest (especially spruce, fir, hemlock and larch trees) that stretches from 
Southern and Central Canada all the way into Alaska and Newfoundland. 
 



C-14 dating: also known as carbon-14 dating, is a radiometric technique used to 
date organic materials such as charcoal, by measuring the decay of radioactive 
carbon-14. It can be used to obtain dates for things up to 50,000 years old. 
 
Camouflage:  markings or coloration that help disguise an animal so it is less 
visible to predators or prey. 
 
Caribou: arctic deer with large antlers in both sexes; called 'reindeer' in Eurasia 
and 'caribou' in North America. 
 
Chert:  a type of rock or stone, similar to flint, used to make chipped stone tools. 
 
Climate change:  any long-term significant change in the weather patterns of an 
area; also used figuratively. Example: Climate change can be natural or caused by 
changes people have made to the land or atmosphere 
 
Dorset:  the most recent of the Paleo-Eskimo cultures in the Canadian Arctic and 
Greenland, dating from 500 BC to 1400 AD. Their sites are found in the coastal 
tundra regions of Newfoundland and Labrador. See related web page. 
 
Ecosystem:  an ecosystem is the entire complex of organisms that live in a 
specific environment as well as all of the physical factors of the environment that 
have an effect upon those organisms. 
 
Erik the Red: infamous father of Leif Eriksson, Erik the Red was the first 
European to discover Greenland in CE 985. He established colonies on Greenland, 
naming it such "so that people would be encouraged to go there". See illustration. 
 
Fjord: steep walled inlet of a sea created by glacial gouging. 
 
Glacier:  glaciers are accumulations of snow, ice, air pockets, water and rock 
debris. They can fill valleys or entire continents (as in the case of Antarctica). 
They have enough mass to flow across a landscape, moving as little as a few feet 
per year, up to thousands of feet per year. Glaciers are found throughout the 
world in such places as Africa, New Zealand and Chile. 



Glacier:  glaciers are accumulations of snow, ice, air pockets, water and rock 
debris. They can fill valleys or entire continents (as in the case of Antarctica). 
They have enough mass to flow across a landscape, moving as little as a few feet 
per year, up to thousands of feet per year. Glaciers are found throughout the 
world in such places as Africa, New Zealand and Chile. 
 
Greenland: an island of Denmark in the northern Atlantic Ocean off northeast 
Canada. It is the largest island in the world and lies mostly within the Arctic 
Circle. Inhabited by Inuit peoples as early as 3000 B.C., it was discovered by the 
Norwegian navigator Eric the Red in the tenth century A.D., became a Danish 
colony in 1815, and was granted home rule in 1979. Godthåb (Nuuk) is the capital. 
Population: 56,400. 
 
Hematite:   one type of iron ore that, when crushed and heated, makes a red 
powder called red ochre. 
 
Ice cap:  a mass of ice and snow that permanently covers a large area of land 
(e.g., the polar regions or a mountain peak) [syn: icecap] 
 
Ice floe: floating fragments of sea ice. 
 
Ice shelf: ice that is attached to land but projects out to sea [syn: shelf ice]. 
 
Iceberg: freshwater ice that has been broken off a glacier or an ice sheet or 
shelf. Icebergs float in the water because they are less dense than the water 
they are immersed in. Only 1/5th of their mass is visible above water and they 
come in various sizes, the largest iceberg sighted was approximately the same 
size as Belgium! 
 
Indigenous: Native to a particular region or environment but occurring naturally in 
other places as well. The American black bear is indigenous to many different 
parts of North America. 
 
Innu:  formerly referred to as the Naskapi or Montagnais Indians, the Innu 
reside in Nitassinan (Eastern Quebec and Labrador). The Innu population is about 
16,000 today, concentrated mostly in 13 villages. 
 
International Polar Year: international effort to improve knowledge and 
understanding of the polar processes and the role of the Polar Regions in the 
global environmental system. 



Inuit:  translated roughly as "true men" or "the real people", this is the preferred 
term for Eskimo in Northern Canada and Greenland. A member of a people 
inhabiting the Arctic (northern Canada or Greenland or Alaska or eastern 
Siberia); the Algonquians called them Eskimo ('eaters of raw flesh') but they call 
themselves the Inuit ('the people') [syn: Eskimo]. 
 
Inupiat: a member of a group of Eskimos inhabiting northern Alaska along the 
Bering, Chukchi, Arctic coasts, and some distance inland.  Translated roughly as 
"true men" or "the real people". 
 
L'Anse aux Meadows:  the only known Viking site in North America, L'Anse aux 
Meadows is located on the northern tip of Newfoundland, Canada. Found in 1960 
by Helge Ingstad, it proves that Vikings reached North America around 1000 CE, 
500 years before Columbus. This settlement may also have been settled by Leif 
Eriksson. 
 
Leif Eriksson: according to the Viking sagas, Leif Eriksson, son of Eric the Red, 
was the first European to set foot on North American soil. He established a base 
camp for further explorations, which may be the site of L'Anse aux Meadows in 
Newfoundland. 
 
Lemming: a "small arctic rodent," 1607, from Norw. lemming, from O.N. lomundr 
"lemming." Perhaps from Lapp luomek. Fig. sense (in reference to their mass 
migrations that sometimes end in plunges into the sea) is from 1959. 
 
Mammal: one class of animals that have backbones, are warm-blooded, breath air 
and whose females have milk-secreting glands for their young. In the class 
mamallia there are 19 orders and over 5,000 species of mammals, ranging from 
the two inch shrew to the 120 foot whale. 
 
Midden: refuse pile or dump in an archaeological site. 
 
Midnight sun: the sun as seen at midnight during the summer within the Arctic 
and Antarctic regions. 
 



Migration:  the movement of animals, fish and birds in search of food or shelter, 
often on an annual basis according to the seasons. 
 
Muskox:  a large, stocky, oxlike bovid (Ovibos moschatus) native to the coastal 
regions of northern Canada and Greenland, having broad flat horns with curved 
tips and a long, shaggy, brown or black coat and emitting a musky odor. 
 
Nenets:   the Nenets are native to the Yamal Peninsula in Western Siberia. 
Nenets live by intensive reindeer herding, travelling hundreds of miles annually 
between the Northern forest fringe and the Arctic coast. See related web page. 
 
Nordic: refers to the northwestern European countries of Scandinavia (Norway, 
Sweden, Denmark), as well as Iceland and Finland. See related web page. 
 
Norse: name for Scandinavians from the Viking Age to today. 
 
Ozone depletion / UV radiation: caused by high levels of chlorine and bromine 
compounds in the stratosphere. The origins of these compounds are 
chlorofluorocarbons (CFC), used as cooling substances in air-conditioners and 
refrigerators, or as aerosol propellants, and bromofluorocarbons (halons), used in 
fire extinguishers. As a result of depletion of the ozone layer more UV radiation 
comes to Earth and causes damage to living organisms. 
 
Penguin: short-legged flightless birds of cold southern especially Antarctic 
regions having webbed feet and wings modified as flippers. 
 
Permafrost: frozen soil found in the Arctic and sub-arctic regions whose age may 
go back thousands of years. 
 
Pingo:  a large mound or dome of ice covered with soil. Pingos are about 30 to 50 
m (98 to 164 ft) high and up to 400 m (1,312 ft) in diameter and are found in 
Arctic regions. They are believed to form in basins (such as drained lake beds) as 
a result of the freezing and upward expansion of water held in subsurface soil, 
which initiates the doming, as well as by the rising and freezing of water trapped 
beneath or within the permafrost, as a result of hydrostatic pressure 



 
 
 
 

Pinniped:  marine mammals with flippers, such as seals, walruses and sea lions. 
 
Polar bear: a large white bear, Ursus maritimus, of the arctic regions. 
 
Polar desert:  climate- the composite or generally prevailing weather conditions 
of a region, as temperature, air pressure, humidity, precipitation, sunshine, 
cloudiness, and winds, throughout the year, averaged over a series of years. 
Climate is the average and variations of weather over long periods of time. 
 
Polar night: aurora borealis / australis- A display of colored lights in the sky, also 
called northern lights, caused by the interaction of particles from the sun with 
the upper atmosphere near the North Pole. A similar display, called the aurora 
australis, occurs in the atmosphere above the South Pole. 
 
Polar: of or pertaining to the North or South Pole. 
 
Predator: animals which prey on other animals for food. 
 
Projectile point:  sharp tip of a weapon, pointed at one end and meant to be 
attached to the end of a spear, dart or arrow shaft or handle. 
Saga: lengthy oral history or stories about heroic exploits and trials of Viking 
Age ancestors, written 200 years after the exploits occurred. Icelandic Sagas 
are famous pieces of literature, among the first works not written in Latin, but in 
the language of the people, Old Norse. See related web page. 
 
Sami: a member of an indigenous nomadic people living in northern Scandinavia and 
herding reindeer [syn: Lapp] 
 
Sea ice:  During the winter, large sections of the Arctic ocean and adjacent seas 
freeze into patches of ice. These patches of sea ice may be carried by currents 
and winds as far south as Newfoundland, Canada. See related web page. 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Shaman/shamanism: the word "shaman" originated in Siberia, from the Evenk 
language, meaning an 'excited, frenzied person'. Shamans were both men and 
women who presided over spiritual life. Shamans often shared close relationships 
with nature, and their duties as religious practitioners included such tasks as 
curing the sick, protecting the community and influencing the weather. 
 
Siberia: a region of central and eastern Russia stretching from the Ural 
Mountains to the Pacific Ocean. Inhabited by a variety of peoples including the 
Ostyak, Chukchi, Evenki, and Yakut, the extensive area was annexed by Russia in 
stages during the 16th and 17th centuries. Used as a place of exile for political 
prisoners since the early 17th century, it was settled by Russians after the 
construction of the Trans-Siberian Railroad (completed in 1905) and developed 
for its mineral resources after World War II. 
 
Skua: also called bonxie. any of several large brown gull-like predatory birds of 
the genus Catharacta, related to jaegers, esp. C. skua (great skua), of colder 
waters of both northern and southern seas. 
 
Sledge: a large sled pulled by animals and used for transportation across snow and 
ice. 
Snowmobile: a small vehicle with ski like runners in front and tank like treads, 
ridden by straddling a seat and used for driving in or traveling on snow. Also 
called ski mobile. 
 
Svalbard: a Norwegian archipelago comprising Spitsbergen and other islands in 
the Arctic Ocean north of the mainland. The islands are rich in mineral resources. 
 



 

 
 
 

Taiga:  a forest located in the Earth's far northern regions, consisting mainly of 
cone-bearing evergreens, such as firs, pines, and spruces, and some deciduous 
trees, such as larches, birches, and aspens. The taiga is found just south of the 
tundra 
1. the providing of sustenance or support. 
2. the quality of having timeless or abstract existence. 
3. the source from which food and other items necessary to exist are 

obtained. 
4. the state or fact of existing. 
5. the state or fact of subsisting. 
 
Toggling harpoon: form of a harpoon that toggles sideways beneath the skin and 
blubber of a sea mammal, thereby securely holding heavier sea mammals than can 
be caught with barbed harpoons. See related web page. 
 
Tree line/Timber line:  the point at which the boreal forest meets the tundra and 
the line beyond which no tree vegetation grows. The line varies depending on 
latitude, climate and soil conditions and is also the northern boundary of boreal 
forest. 
 
Tundra: the treeless vegetation type characteristic of the arctic region, having a 
marshy surface where mosses, lichens, berries and low shrubs grow with mucky 
soil and permafrost underneath. 
 
Ulu:  type of knife with a semi-circular blade used by Northern peoples to 
prepare hides, cut fish and carry out numerous other tasks. There are numerous 
examples of these knives in the archaeological record, the earliest of which date 
back 6,000 years to the Maritime Archaic of Labrador. See related web page. 
 
Viking Age:  the time period in Scandinavian and European history from 750 to 
1050 AD, or from 793 AD to 1050 or 1066 AD. 
 



 

 
 

Viking: first used by Anglo-Saxons in England for the sea-based Scandinavian or 
Norse raiders of the Viking Age. Scandinavians or Norse were "Vikings" only when 
they went on raiding parties. When they returned home, they were simply Norse 
farmers and fishermen. See related web page. 
 
Walrus:  a large marine mammal (Odobenus rosmarus) of Arctic regions, related 
to the seals and having two long tusks, tough wrinkled skin, and four flippers. Also 
called sea horse. 
 
Wetlands: A low-lying area of land that is saturated with moisture, especially 
when regarded as the natural habitat of wildlife. Marshes, swamps, and bogs are 
examples of wetlands. 
 
Zoomorphic: representation of animals in art and design. 


