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Weekly Reading HW             HW Wk ___ 
 
Directions: Read and annotate the passage below.  Then answer the questions.  
 
Swimming with Gentle Giants, part 1 
 

For many biologists, there may be moments when you consider the focus of your work and 
wonder: How did I end up here?  I often have that moment when working with humpback whales in the 
warm waters of Hawaii.  I’ve traded the cold, gray North Atlantic waters for the warm, deep blues of the 
Pacific.  I’m looking down into 200 feet of water and resting just below me is a 45-foot-long beast – a 
female humpback whale.  From below her massive body, a tiny calf peeks out.  

Despite their huge size, humpback whales, especially females with calves, are as shy as young 
deer.  The challenge is to approach without disturbing them.  One stroke of the huge tail and they will be 
long gone.  Humpback whales generally spend less than 10 percent of their time at the surface.  As 
researchers we catch just brief glimpses of their behavior.  To get the full perspective, we need to see the 
underwater portion, so with that in mind, I float toward the resting pair. 

Researchers have long assumed that it is the well-being of these young calves that draw 
humpback whales to the warm waters of Hawaii.  They assumed that the warm waters are more suited to 
the survival and growth of these young, skinny offspring.  However, as it turns out, even the smallest 
calves generate enough heat through their high metabolisms to keep them toasty warm in even the most 
frigid waters.   

Instead it is actually the threat of predation that propels pregnant females out of their 
summertime feeding regions and off across 3,000 miles of open waters to breeding grounds like Hawaii.  
Newborn baleen whale calves are small, naïve, and extremely uncoordinated.  Thus they make an easy 
meal for the smart, mammal-eating killer whales that are common in their normal feeding grounds.  So 
pregnant females head for the warm waters that are beyond the range of their predators.  Their relocation 
motivates the rest of the humpback population, adult males, and adult non-pregnant females, to follow.  

Humpbacks show up in Hawaii by Thanksgiving after traveling thousands of miles.  By mid- 
January, the young calves arrive and the protected waters of the Hawaiian Islands become an impromptu 
nursery. 
 
 
1. (RST.9-10.6) The point of view from which the passage is told can best be described as that of: 

a. A tourist on a whale-watching trip, admiring the magnificent humpback whales. 
b. A researcher, trying to learn more about the humpback whales and their breeding grounds.  
c. An author, documenting one of the best trips of his life. 
d. A narrator, describing a scene for a documentary. 

 
2. (RST.9-10.2) The purpose of the second paragraph is to: 

a. Describe the difficulty of observing humpback whales and their calves. 
b. Show how fearless the author is in trying to research humpback whales. 
c. Explain why pregnant female humpback whales migrate to the south. 
d. Identify the factors that prevent researchers from getting in the water with the whales. 
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3. (RST.9-10.1) It can reasonably be inferred from the passage that the population of whales that are in 
Hawaii includes: 

 

    I.  Pregnant females II. Newborn calves III. Adult (not pregnant) females    IV. Adult males 
 

a. I and II      c.  I, II, and III 
b. I and III      d.  I, II, III, and IV 

 
4. (RST.9-10.4) As it is used in the passage, the term impromptu has the same meaning as: 

a. Common      c.  Profitable 
b. Prepared      d.  Unplanned 

 
5. (RST.9-10.1) Why are small calves able to survive in the frigid waters?  

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. (RST.9-10.1) Why do whales migrate to subtropical waters like the waters around Hawaii? 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Adapted from the article, “Swimming with Gentle Giants” by Rachel Cartwright for the New York Times, on Feb. 11, 2013. 
  
 


