
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
DRESS A POLAR BEAR 

 
Students will learn about how polar bears survive in their environment. By discussing the 
extreme conditions of the Arctic environment, students will discuss how they think polar bears 
might survive. 
 

MATERIALS NEEDED 
 
Clear rain poncho, a pair of snowshoes or large boots with strong grip, a heavy toque, scarf, 
mittens, and an extra parka that will fit over your students’ clothes 
 

THE ACTIVITY 
Students take turns dressing up like a polar bear!   
 

1. The poncho is clear, permitting light and heat to enter, but capturing it underneath – like a 

greenhouse.  Polar bear fur is actually clear, not white, and acts like a portable fur 

greenhouse, too!  Polar bear skin is dark, and absorbs heat, enhancing the effect. 

2. The snowshoes simulate large paws, and work the same way – spreading weight out for 

easy movement on snow and ice.  If the snowshoes have crampons, even better – 

students get to experience having claws like a polar bear, and can use them for climbing 

snow banks. 

3. The heavy mitts, toque, and scarf wrap up all exposed skin.  Polar bears use their fur to 

stay warm, but also have very little of their dark-colored skin exposed – their white-looking 

fur acts as camouflage. 

4. If you do this outside in the cold, the extra parka goes underneath the poncho, and 

simulates the layer of fat that helps keep polar bears warm.  For added effect: if the parka 

is black/dark, it acts like polar bear skin and will heat up. 

 
Applications: Science 
 



 

 

 

TIPS AND EXTENSIONS 
 
Turn this activity into a relay.  Once students are suited up, have them run a short distance 
before handing off the equipment.  Adding the “game” element makes this lesson stick with 
students! 
 
To explain the heating effect of polar bear skin, and to help explain why open patches on the 
arctic ice enhance melting, place a thermometer on a black surface, and another on a white 
surface, and leave them exposed to sunlight while your class does the Dress A Polar Bear 
activity.  Before heading inside, check the thermometers.   How big a difference do you see 
between black and white?   The amount of light a surface reflects is called albedo.  Snow and 
ice have high albedos, and tend to keep areas cool; open patches of water or tundra get bigger, 
faster, as their dark color absorbs heat. 
 
 

Specific Questions: 
Use this activity to generate discussion about adaptations: 

 Why do polar bears have the characteristics they do?  

 What adaptations do people have?  

 How are they different? 

 Would polar bear adaptations work as well if their habitat changes? 

 
If you are interested in sharing your project’s results, or would like more ideas on teaching 
outside at your school, please contact FortWhyte Alive by email at education@fortwhyte.org. 

 
 


