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A adaptation: physical or behavioral adjustment of an organism to environmental conditions that 

makes it more fit for survival. 
 
alpha: a male elephant seal that has secured dominance over the other males through size and 
strength for mating rights; highest social rank over all other males. 
 
apex predators: carnivorous animals at the top of the food chain such as white sharks or orcas. 
 

B bioluminescence: living light, glow given off by living organisms as a form of communication. 
A large percent of elephant seal prey is bioluminescent. 
 
blubber: the thick layer of fat found between skin and muscle layers of marine mammals that is 
used to keep them warm in cold water; it is used as a form of energy during long periods of 
fasting; it was the main reason for hunting elephant seals and it was converted to oil. 
 
bull: an adult male elephant seal; can grow to 5 meters and 2,200 kilograms. 
 

C carrying capacity: maximum population of a species that can be sustained in a habitat over the 
long term; usually refers to a particular species, but can be applied to more than one. 
 
catastrophic molt: shedding of all hair or fur at one time. 
 
continental shelf: the extended perimeter of the continent; male elephant seals feed along the 
continental shelf off Alaska. 
 
cow: adult female elephant seal; can grow to 3 meters and 800 kilograms. 
 

D delayed implantation: the fertilized egg floats in the uterus before it implants and begins to 
draw on resources as it develops into a fetus; can wait 3 months before implanting in an elephant 
seal. 
 
dominance: high status in a social group. 
 

E El Nino: a warm ocean current that develops along the coast f Ecuador and Peru and can cause 
catastrophic weather conditions. 
 
emaciated: extremely thin due to fasting, starvation or illness. 
 
endangered: threatened with extinction. 
 
extinction: the condition of being gone forever 
 

F feeding grounds: areas where animals migrate to collect food or forage; male elephant seals 
migrate to the continental shelf off of Alaska, females to deep waters west of North America. 
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fetus: a developing organism, prior to birth. 
 
food chain: a series of organisms linked together through the movement of energy or feeding. 
 
food pyramid: a diagram that shows the relationship between producers and consumers in a 
food web. 
 
forage: search for food. 
 

G gestation: time between fertilization and the birth of an offspring; there is about 11 months from 
implantation until and elephant seal is born. 
 

H habitat: the natural environment of an organism; place that is normal to the life and growth of an 
organism, “home”. 
 
harem: a group of females associated with one male for protection and reproduction. 
 
haul-out: to come out of the ocean onto shore; the place where seals or sea lions come out of the 
water to rest, mate, molt or give birth. 
 

K krill: small marine crustaceans that are a major food source of baleen whales, but also eaten by 
elephant seals. 
 

M metabolism: a series of chemical changes that occur in an organism in order to maintain life 
functions; elephant seals break down blubber to provide energy. 
 
migration: the seasonal movement of a group of organisms under their own power following 
food sources, opportunities to reproduce or other resources. 
 
molt: to shed a skin layer and connected hair to make way for new skin and hair underneath. 
 

N niche: the ecological role, position or function of an organism in a community of plants and 
animals, “profession”. 
 

P pelagic: the open ocean zone divided into the Epipelagic (surface to about 200m depths), the 
Mesopelagic (200 m to 1000 m below sea level) and the Bathypelagic (1000 m to 4000 m below 
sea level). 
 
phytoplankton: photosynthetic plankton, primary producers of the ocean. 
 
phocids: true or earless seals. 
 
pinniped: order of marine mammals including seals, sea lions, and walruses that use fin-like 
flippers to move about. 
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placenta: an organ joining the mother and fetus, that transfers oxygen and nutrients from the 
mother to the fetus, and permits the release of carbon dioxide and waste products from the fetus. 
 
plankton: drifters and wanderers of the ocean, primary food source as the base of the ocean food 
chain. 
 
population: organisms of the same species that occur in a particular place at a given time. 
 
population bottleneck: a significant percentage of the population or species is killed or 
otherwise unable to produce, the population is reduced by 50% or more. 
 
primary producer: plant-producing energy from sunlight. 
 
proboscis: a long, flexible snout (nose). 
 
pup: a newborn elephant seal; 1.2 meters and about 30 kilograms at birth. 
 

R rehabilitation: restoration to a condition of health. 
 
rookery: a nest or breeding place for gregarious mammals or birds such as elephant seals and sea 
lions. 
 

S sleep apnea: cessation of breathing while sleeping; elephant seals can hold their breath easily for 
10 to 20 minutes at a time appearing lifeless. 
 
stewardship: taking care of the environment by being involved; taking action and participating 
in clean-ups and education programs. 
 

T toxin: poisonous substance. 
 

V vibrissae: or whiskers, are specialized hairs, unusually employed for tactile sensation; they are 
usually thicker and stiffer than other types of hair, contain no nerves, but do have special sensory 
cells associated with them. 
 

W weaned: no longer receiving nourishment through nursing from mother. 
 
weaner: a pup that no longer relies on mother’s milk, under one year of age. 
 

Y yearling: an elephant seal that is one year old that has not completed its second year. 


