
  

 

Background: 

 You may have heard or read that scientists often report the sizes of populations of organisms.  They may 

tell you how many polar bears are left in the wild, or how many trees there are in a forest. 

Since it would be highly impractical, and in some cases impossible, to actually count each and every 

individual in a population, one of the tasks of an ecologist is to determine the size of a population.  This 

information is important in: tracking how populations grow and decline, how they may migrate, how they 

distributed in an ecosystem, and what factors influence those characteristics. 

 

Objective(s): 

 To model the estimation of a population size 

 

Materials: 

 newspaper page  meter stick  pencil

 

Procedure: 

1. Obtain a newspaper page.  It must be a page with articles/text as opposed to an advertisement page. 

2. Use the meter stick and pencil to draw a 3 cm x 3 cm grid over the entire text portion of the whole 

newspaper page. 

3. Randomly select a square of the grid and count all of the consonants in that square.  Do the same with all 

of the vowels. 

4. Repeat step #3 with two more randomly selected squares of the grid. 

5. Calculate the average number of consonants and vowels found in the three squares and use that average 

to estimate the total number of consonants and vowels on the entire newspaper page. 

6. Dispose of the newspaper page as instructed. 

 

Analysis & Conclusions 

Write out the following questions on a separate sheet of paper, then answer them using complete sentences. 

1. What is the average number of consonants per square on your grid?  What about vowels? 

2. What is the estimated total number of consonants on your newspaper page?  What about vowels? 

3. Compare and describe the characteristics of the three squares you randomly chose to sample.  (You 

should include information about text size similarities/differences, amount of text coverage of the 

square, space occupied by something other than text, etc.) 

4. Compare the squares you chose to sample to the rest of the squares on the page.  Based on the 

characteristics of your squares, and the characteristics of the other squares on the page, how accurate do 

you believe your total estimate is?  Explain. 

5. How many square kilometers is Issaquah, WA? 

6. Suppose a scientist wanted to estimate the number of birch trees in Issaquah and s/he used a similar 

method to the one you used.  Look at a map of Issaquah to find and list by name a few factors that might 

influence the estimate that s/he produces.  Would each of the factors you listed cause a higher or lower 

estimate?  Explain. 

7. Suppose that same scientists now wanted to estimate the number of squirrels in Issaquah.  What factors 

might influence the estimate that s/he produces? 

8. How is the model of population estimation you completed in class similar to what a scientist would do to 

estimate a population of organisms?  How could the model of our activity be improved to make it more 

realistic or accurate? 

9. What are some of the reasons that ecologists estimate population sizes? 
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