
   

The Science of Hibernation— 
By: Ashley Smith  
 
 As naturalists, one of the things we teach about most at this 
time of year are the different tactics animals use to survive the 
winter. When we teach young children, we keep it really simple: 
animals either hibernate, migrate, or stay active. When children are 
a little older, we add in a few more details of what hibernation 
actually is and how it works. Typically, elementary school students 
think hibernation is simply going to sleep. So, what does happen 
when an animal hibernates? 
 First, a definition: Hibernation is a controlled reduction in 
the metabolism of endotherms (warm-blooded animals), co-current 
with scarce food and cold weather. While sleep does see a decrease 
in metabolism, such as a slower heart rate and shallower and fewer 
breaths, hibernation is an extreme version. Hibernation may be 
considered closer to death than it is to sleep. The table below 
illustrates the extreme changes experienced by some of our most 
famous hibernators: 
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 River Connection 

Phenology in the Park: 
What to look out for: 

 White Tailed Deer in their winter coats 

 Ice chunks flowing over the Dam 

 Woodpeckers coming to visit the suet feeders 

 The rare Evening Grosbeaks reaching the farthest reaches 
of it’s winter range 

 Seed eating birds flocking to bird feeders 

 The longest night of the year 

 

Phenology “Firsts” Game: 

November’s first—11/27/2019 was the first proper 
snowfall 

December’s first—When will be the first below zero 
degree day? 

 

Animal Summer 

Body Temp 

Winter 

Body Temp 

Summer 

Heart Rate 

Winter 

Heart Rate 

Little 

Brown Bat 

100 F 37 F 200 b/m 20 b/m 

Chipmunk 100 F 50 F 165 b/m 20 b/m 

Raccoon 100 F 100 F 200 b/m 200 b/m 

Black Bear 100 F 86 F 60 b/m 8 b/m 

Eat During 

Winter? 

No 

Yes 

No 

No 



Save the Date! 
Our Volunteer Appreciation Dinner is coming up on February 26 from 6:00-8:00pm, so save 
the date on your calendars now!  An invitation wi l l  be sent out to you in the coming weeks. 

 

 Just for Volunteers  

Volunteering Opportunities 

December Public Programs  

• Wednesday January 1 (10am-12pm): New Year’s 

Snowshoe Hike 

• Saturday January 4 (1-3pm): Marsh March 

(snowshoeing) 

• Sunday January 12 (1-3pm): Free Family Funday—

Insulation Experimentation 

• Sunday January 26 (1-3pm): Free Family Funday—

Paws and Claws 

 

January Snowshoeing School Groups (can sign 

up for individual days) 

• January 14, 16, 17, 21, 22 (1:20-3:20pm): CBPA 

5th Grade Snowshoeing 

• January 29 (1:15-3:15pm): Zanewood 1st Grade 

Snowshoeing 

• January 30 (10am-12pm & 1:15-3:15pm): 

Zanewood 1st Grade Snowshoeing 

• January 31 (10am-12pm & 1:15-3:15pm): 

Zanewood 5th Grade Snowshoeing 

 

***If you are interested in volunteering for 
any of these, email Ashley or call the front 

desk to let us know! 763-694-7790 *** 

...Science of Hibernation 

 The quintessential star in this hibernation 
story is the black bear, and even bears have       
oscillated between being considered “true            
hibernators” and not being hibernators at all. In 
fact, if you ask the scientific community to detail 
exactly what hibernation is, you won’t get the same 
answer twice because there are many and various 
ways animals go about it.   
 Some animals “sleep” for longer than others 
and some don’t “sleep” at all. Some eat during the    
winter and some don’t. Some lower their body   
temperature and some don’t. The reason for this 
variation is a big question mark in the field. There 
are some interesting thoughts about raccoons and 
black bears that I would like to share. 
 Raccoons do not “sleep” during the winter, 
they don’t drop their body temperature, and they 
don’t drop their heart rate. However, raccoons do go 
long periods of time without eating — more than 3 
months if needed! During these period without food, 
they can loose around 50% of their weight in the 
winter months. There are scientist who think that 
this may point to an evolutionary process as raccoon 
populations begin moving farther north and must 
find ways to adapt to colder temperatures and lack 
of food. 
 Bears, as I noted above, have been on a bit 
of a roller coaster when it comes to hibernation.  
Part of the reason they have been considered in the 
past to not be hibernators is that they don’t have 
metabolic rates that fluctuate throughout the winter  
like most hibernators do. They don’t get up to eat or 
drink at all, and they actually don’t drop their    
temperature much. However, they do slow their 
heart rate considerably. Scientists are starting to 
think that the slight drop in temperature might be a 
result of them having such a large body. In fact,  
because about 99% of bears survive the winter,  
scientists theorize that bears might actually be    
exceptionally good hibernators. 


