Kimberly St. Amand

The Truth About Lemmings

The Story

The Kilangmiutak opens his eyes as if from a deep sleep. He has just fallen from the sky and it is now up to him to follow through on the mission that will replenish the numbers of his species on the planet. So much depends on him. He looks around for she who must help him with this undertaking. He sees her fall from the sky and land gently on the soft snow not far from where he is sitting. 

The shaman of the nearby man-village nods his approval as he sees the signs that the supernatural appearance of Kilangmiutak has occurred. Life will continue for his village.

Kilangmiutak is an Inuit word meaning – One who falls from the sky. We know these creatures more commonly as Lemmings.

Our story does not end there however; our first furry friend and his lady worked hard the next few years and replenished the world with countless lemmings once more. Soon there were so many lemmings, that some of them started to feel a bit cramped. Instinctively they knew just what to do. These lemmings started a revolt and they marched. They marched and they marched until they reached a tall cliff over looking the ocean below at which point they flung themselves into the sea committing suicide in droves. Will this be the end of these fuzzy critters?

No, if we’re lucky, a handful of lemmings will have denied this inner calling and resisted the peer pressure. It is from this handful of lemmings a new nation must rise and an ecological system survive.

The Application

There is a myth surrounding Lemmings that many people are familiar with. This myth suggests that in order to control their own population size, Lemmings will play follow the leader and throw themselves off a cliff into the sea below and drown. This, of course, is completely untrue, but I want the students to really think it through and see if they can come up with a better solution. There is also a lesser-known Inuit legend that labels lemmings as super natural creatures that fall from the sky and this is how they explain the sudden population fluctuations.

In the senior 2, cluster 1 – “Dynamics of Ecosystems” unit, we are examining population fluctuations and interdependence of species populations on the populations of other species. I feel this tale about lemmings could be a good lead in to this unit because we will examine the factors that these myths have stemmed from. It is also a good way to examine food pyramids and trophic levels. For unknown reasons, lemming populations fluctuate quite drastically, peaking about every four years and the crashing almost to extinction. Little is known about this cycle, but because lemmings are important food for many animals on the tundra, their population draws much attention as it impacts so many other species. 

There is lots of room for discussion here. I want the students to think about the population cycles and how that would affect other species. We will be considering biotic and abiotic factors. There are many possible activities here that should get students thinking about these processes. 

Concluding Questions

I would like to vary the question style in order to represent several of Bloom’s taxonomy levels. I am hoping to build upon responses and generate more questions and discussion that way. Here are 3 examples of some lead in questions I might use.

1. What is the main idea of this story?  (Comprehension)


I am looking to see that students grasp the ideas of population fluctuations, cycling and species interdependence.

2. What are some possible reasons for the population cycling of lemmings? (Analysis)


I hope students will reference food source and habitat competition, predation, disease etc. Migration is a reality for lemmings (although jumping off cliffs deliberately is not). 

3. If people do not eat lemmings, nor really have any other direct interaction with them, why would the Inuit people say they are necessary for their way of life? (Synthesis)


I want students to put it all together and realize that the people depend on other species that in turn depend on lemmings. I would like them to combine these bits of knowledge and hopefully draw a reasonable conclusion. 

