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Introduction 
Ecosystems are built upon complex interrelationships among organisms and their habitats.   Often, 
a change in the population of one species causes unexpected changes in other species.  
Understanding and representing a web of changes is challenging for the scientists who study them, 
let alone for readers who try to comprehend these complex situations.  In this lesson, students 
read a chapter from a skillfully written science book and use connection circles to unravel a 
mystery of nature.1

As in previous lessons, students will frame their inquiry with these questions: What is changing? 
How is it changing?  Why is it changing? 

 
Materials 

o Overhead projector or display board 
o Several different colored markers for each student 
o Connection Circle template for each student (page 15) 
o Posted copy of “Connection Circle Rules” (page 16) 
o Copies of “The Case of the Twin Islands” from The Shape of Change (2008), page 137.  

 
How It Works 
 In her informative and entertaining book, The Case of the Mummified Pigs and Other 
Mysteries in Nature,2  Susan E. Quinlan has written fourteen true stories that describe the 
research of ecologists who puzzle out how and why ecosystems behave as they do.  Readers 
discover the interesting and often surprising connections among organisms through the work of 
detectives who find clues to nature’s riddles. 

The chapter, “The Case of the Twin Islands,” examines why the ecosystems in the waters off two 
neighboring Aleutian Islands are so different. As students use connection circles to trace causal 
relationships in the story, they discover the role of a keystone species, a species vital to the 
stability of the whole ecosystem.  Students learn how feedback loops maintain a delicate balance 
in an ecosystem and what happens when that balance is disturbed. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Connection Circles 
The purpose of a connection circle is to help students focus on the problem presented 
by the author and to uncover its causes.  Here is a quick overview: 

o First, students briefly define the problem:  What is the author concerned about?  
What is the main problem?  What is changing over time?   

o Next, how is it changing?  In a few words, or with a quick behavior over time 
graph, students describe how the problem is increasing or decreasing over time. 

o Finally, students look for elements in the story that contribute to the problem.  
They use a connection circle to organize their thoughts, find cause and effect 
relationships, and trace the feedback loops that tie them together to explain why 
the problem occurs. 
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Procedure 
1.  Read “The Case of the Twin Islands,” reprinted with permission in the Appendix of The 
Shape of Change (2008) beginning on page 137. Students may read independently, share 
reading, or listen to it read aloud. 
 
2.  Create connection circles summarizing the situation described in the story.   If students are 
drawing connection circles for the first time, follow the procedure detailed in Lesson 10, “Do You 
Want Fries with That?” in The Shape of Change (available from www.clexchange.org). 
 
If students are already familiar with connection circles, give each student a Connection Circle 
Template (page 15), review the rules, and ask pairs of students to begin choosing elements for 
their circles. See the Appendix (page 16) for a larger copy of the rules to post in your classroom 
for easy reference.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. What’s the problem?  What is changing? Ask students to quickly identify the problem that the 
author is presenting.  They may say, “The sea otters have disappeared from the waters around 
Shemya while the sea urchin population has grown there.” 
 
Ask students to define the problem more precisely by describing how the populations changed 
over time in a graph or briefly in words.  These are examples on the following page.  They are just 
quick rough sketches of the general patterns of behavior. (Students may prefer to sketch separate 
graphs for each population.) 
 
 
 

CONNECTION CIRCLE RULES 

1. What’s the problem:  What is changing?  How is it changing? 

2. Choose elements of the story that satisfy all of these criteria: 
o They contribute to the problem. 
o They are nouns or noun phrases. 
o They increase or decrease over time. 

3. Write your elements around the circle. Include no more than 5 to 10. 

 4. Find elements that cause another element to increase or decrease.  
o Draw an arrow from the cause to the effect. 
o The causal connection must be direct. 

5. Look for feedback loops. Tell their story. 
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A behavior over time graph is a line graph sketch that shows  
how something changed over time.  

 What was the general pattern of the behavior? 
 

 
4.  Remind students to choose elements that describe the problem and its possible causes. Here, 
our main concern is the sea otter population that has decreased over time.  The population of sea 
urchins is also important. Other variables in the story contribute to the increase and decrease of 
these species.   
 
 
 

Time 

Sea 
Otters Sea  

Urchins 
Population 

Sea 
Otters 

Years of Hunting  Years of Regrowth 

Time 

Amchitka 

Shemya 



5 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.  Once students have drawn their connection circles with causal arrows, share them as the focus 
of a class conversation. 

o Draw a large circle on the board or overhead projector. 
o Have each team suggest an element to put on the circle.  
o As a class, refine the list to include no more than five to ten elements.  
o Ask each team to describe a causal arrow and explain their reasoning for direct 

causality.  Encourage other teams to ask clarifying questions. Students should refer to 
the text when explaining their reasoning. 

 
Again, you may want to review the more detailed instructions in Lesson 10, “Do You Want 
Fries with That?” 

 
 
 

Remember, a connection circle is a thinking tool, 
 a way to surface and examine mental models. 

It is not a mold for one “right” answer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Precise language and clear thinking go hand in hand with connection circles. 

o Elements must be nouns or noun phrases, quantities that can increase or decrease 
over time, like the number of sea otters or the amount of sand deposited.   

o Do not use words like “more” or “less” in the titles.  

o Remember that elements can be tangible, like the number of fur traders, or 
intangible, like the desire to protect the environment.  Often the intangible 
variables are keys to the problem.  

o Connection circles may vary.  The words around each circle do not have to be the 
same nor in the same order, but they should all be things that work together to 
contribute to the problem.   

o  Students are always free to change, add or delete elements as they refine their 
thinking. 
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Here is one example of a connection circle for “The Case of the Twin Islands.”  Expect student 
examples to vary. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Ask students to explain their arrows:  How did a change in one element cause a change in 
another? 

o An increase in the number of fur traders caused a decrease in the number of sea otters 
because traders hunted and killed sea otters.  Also, a decrease in traders caused an 
increase in sea otters because they could multiply unharmed. 

o An increase in the shrimp population caused an increase in the number of fish because 
fish eat shrimp.  A decrease in the number of shrimp caused a decrease in the number 
of fish. 

o An increase in kelp plants caused an increase in sand and silt because kelp calmed the 
waters allowing sediment to be deposited. The increased sediment then buried the sea 
urchins causing them to decrease.  Students might draw an arrow suggesting that an 
increase in kelp caused a decrease in urchins, but this is not a direct cause. Remind 
students to be very careful in their thinking about what caused what. 

 
 
 

Remember, these are only sample drawings.  
 Let students present their own ideas and encourage them to weigh the ideas of others.   

Students are always free to change their drawings  
as they continue to refine their mental models together. 
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6.  Ask teams of students to trace a closed “loop.”  Can they start at one element, follow the 
arrows around the circle and return to where they started?  Each of these pathways is a feedback 
loop that tells part of the story.  Trace each loop in a different color.  (It helps to start with an 
element that has many connections to and from it.) 

 
After students trace a loop, ask them to draw a simplified drawing that includes only the elements 
from the traced loop, as shown in the following examples.  Again, student drawings will vary.   
 
Do not present these examples to students.  Allow them to discover the feedback in the story for 
themselves.  Let representatives from each team present feedback loops and share their stories 
with the class.   

 
The circle below shows one large feedback loop.  Tracing the feedback loop reveals why the 
problem occurred; don’t skip these steps. 

 

Sea Otters

Sea Urchins

Kelp

Shrimp

Fish

Eagles and Seals

Desire to Protect
Biodiversity

Fur Traders

 
 

Starting at the top, an increase in sea otters caused a decrease in sea urchins because sea otters 
eat urchins.  Fewer urchins allowed the kelp plants to increase.  An increase in kelp caused an 
increase in shrimp, which then caused an increase in fish, which then caused an increase in eagles 
and seals.  With abundant wildlife, people were less worried about biodiversity.  A decrease in the 
desire to protect biodiversity allowed the number of traders to increase, so the number of sea 
otters began to decrease. 

 
This is a balancing feedback loop.  We started with an increase in sea otters, but going around 
the loop, the chain of events caused sea otters to decrease.  If we traced the loop again, the 
decrease in sea otters would then become an increase, balancing back and forth each time around 
the loop. 
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7.  Look for other feedback loops.  Here are some examples: 
 

Otters and Fur Traders 
Here is a possible loop linking otters and fur traders.   

 

Sea Otters

Desire to Protect
Biodiversity

Fur Traders

 
 

Tracing the loop, an increase in fur traders in the 19th Century caused a decrease in sea 
otters to dangerously low levels.  An awareness of the decline caused an increase in the 
desire to protect biodiversity.  This led to a decrease in hunting.  This is also a balancing 
loop – any change works to restore itself around the loop again. 

 
 Note: Students trace the different loops on their original connection circles in different 
colors before drawing separate feedback loops.  They can draw these loops freehand 
without using connection circles as templates. 

 
 
 
 
 

The story gets complicated, but don’t worry. 
It is easier when students construct and talk about their own circles. 

This is the reason for doing connection circles in the first place: 
Students can understand and communicate ideas that are difficult to express 

using more conventional tools. 
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Sea Urchins and Kelp 
Here is another feedback loop.  Sea urchins eat kelp plants.  The kelp plants calm the 
water movement and trap sand and silt on the ocean bottom.  Sand and silt smother sea 
urchins.   

Sea Urchins

Kelp

Sand and Silt

 
 

Tracing the loop for the circumstances around Shemya Island, an increase in sea urchins 
caused a decrease in kelp plants.  Fewer kelp plants meant less sand was deposited.  A 
decrease in sand provided a more suitable habitat for a further increase in sea urchins and 
another decrease in kelp plants.  In this spiral, the sea urchins continued to multiply and 
the kelp disappeared. 

 
However, around Amchitka Island, the opposite occurred.  An initial decrease in sea 
urchins caused an increase in kelp plants.  More kelp caused more sand.  More sand 
meant even fewer sea urchins and more and more kelp.  This time the spiral drove the sea 
urchin population down and the kelp thrived to harbor greater biodiversity. 

 
This is a good example of a reinforcing loop – sometimes also called a virtuous or vicious 
cycle. Any change gets amplified over and over again, spiraling either up or down.  
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Sea Otters and Sea Urchins: Predators and Prey 

Feedback Loops 

Reinforcing loops drive accelerating growth or decline in systems. 
Balancing loops work to keep reinforcing loops in check.   
 
When something disrupts this delicate balance in an ecosystem, a 
reinforcing loop can spur a rapid growth or decline of a species 
 – a clue to the mystery in our story.   
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Because sea otters prey upon sea urchins, an increase in sea otters causes a decrease in 
sea urchins.  A decrease in urchins then causes a decrease in otters as their food supply 
dwindles.  Tracing around the loop again, a decrease in otters allows the urchins to 
reestablish themselves.  This is another balancing loop – any change restores itself, 
balancing back and forth each time around the loop. 
 

 

Sea Otters

Sea Urchins

 
 
This feedback loop is typical of predator/prey feedback loops in nature.  The populations 
balance each other.  Too many predators will reduce the prey population to levels that will 
cause the predators to run short of food.  When the prey population expands too much, 
more predators will hunt them and bring down their numbers.   
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8.  While sharing feedback loops with the whole class, look for elements that appear in more than 
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one loop.  Most stories contain overlapping loops.  This diagram connects all the previous loops. 
 

Sea Otters

Sea Urchins

Kelp

Shrimp

Fish

Eagles and Seals

Desire to Protect
Biodiversity

Fur Traders Sand and Silt

 
Tracing the intertwined loops, notice how kelp plants provide food for shrimp, triggering a 
biodiversity increase, while also causing sand and silt to build up.  The sand and silt loop drives 
the sea urchin population down, further enabling the kelp to grow.  In this diagram, sea urchins 
and sea otters both have two arrows leading from them, signifying multiple outcomes caused by 
changes in their populations. 
 

Tracing the story of each loop explains why the problem changed over time. 
 

 
9.  Ask students to revisit their original behavior over time graphs defining the problem, or have 
each team choose an element from the circle and sketch how it changed from the time when 
hunters arrived in the late 1800s to the time when “The Case of the Two Islands” was written.  
Emphasize that the general shape of the graph is important – it cannot be precise because we have 
no specific data.  Share the graphs and ask students to explain how they relate to the feedback 
loops they have uncovered. 
 
 

An ecosystem is a delicate balance of many feedback loops. 
As students uncover these interdependencies, 

they begin to appreciate the complexity of natural systems. 
 

 
 

BRINGING THE LESSON HOME    
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Give students a chance to bring the lesson full circle.  What did they learn?  Posing stimulating 
questions like these will help students ask better questions themselves.  
 
?  Many things were happening at once in this story.  How did the connection circle help 
you sort them out? 

The mystery of the twin islands often seems baffling at first. Encourage students to reflect 
on their thinking and on the process of understanding complexity by looking for the 
interwoven causal loops underlying the problem. 

 
 In using connection circles, the thinking process is important – not just the product. 

 
?  Did you solve the mystery of the twin islands?  What effect did sea otters have on the sea 
urchin population and the balance of the two ecosystems?  

Around Amchitka Island, the sea otter population increased.  This caused a decrease in 
the number of sea urchins.  That allowed the kelp forests to grow thickly because they 
were not being destroyed by sea urchins.  The kelp provided habitat for shrimp, which fed 
many fish.  The fish became food for seals and eagles.  The increased kelp also sheltered 
the deposits of sand and silt on the ocean floor, which smothered the bottom dwellers 
who might try to live there. 
 
In contrast, sea otters had not returned to Shemya Island and a large population of sea 
urchins lived in the waters there.  The sea urchins prevented the growth of kelp, so few 
shrimp and fish could survive in the inhospitable environment.  Bottom dwellers thrived 
since the sand and silt did not build up over the ocean floor, but these creatures were not 
desirable food for most fish species.  With few fish to attract them, seals and eagles did 
not colonize Shemya Island and its surrounding waters. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
?  How did hunters affect the islands’ ecosystems? 

Feedback Loops Tell the Story 

Feedback loops explain why the ecosystems were so different.   

An ecosystem is a delicate balance of feedback loops.  Positive 
loops drive rapid population growth or decline, but nature 
provides balancing loops to keep positive loops from spiraling 
out of control.   

When hunters disturbed the balance by removing the sea otters 
from the ecosystem, the sea urchin population boomed causing 
many other changes to the ecosystem.  
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Fur traders hunted sea otters to the brink of extinction.  The decline of the sea otter 
population allowed sea urchins to proliferate, and the urchins devastated the kelp forests.  
When kelp forests decrease, many marine animal species are deprived of habitat and 
their numbers decline as well.  Without hunters, sea otters could thrive around Amchitka 
Island.   
 

?  Author Susan Quinlan calls the sea otter a “keystone species.”  What does she mean? 
When the sea otter was removed from the Aleutian Islands, the ecosystem collapsed and 
became barren of many species.  Similarly, if the keystone in an arch is removed, all the 
other stones will fall.  Any species that is disproportionately important (i.e., compared to 
its population) in the maintenance and balance of an ecosystem, and whose removal 
disrupts or destroys the food web, is thought to be a keystone species.  Some scientists 
believe that only predators can be keystone species but others disagree. 

 
?  What are the keystone species in ecosystems where we live? 

Among animals generally considered to be keystone species are prairie dogs, beavers, 
freshwater bass, gray wolves, and salmon. 

 
?  Where can we learn more about how the feedback structure of the Twin Islands 
ecosystem caused the problem we observed? 

For more information on this lesson and its next steps, see Lesson 11 in our next book, 
The Shape of Change, Stocks and Flows, also available from the Creative Learning 
Exchange at www.clexchange.org.  
 
 

 
Additional Background Information 
Students often generate many good questions that go beyond the original story.  Here is some 
more background information that might be helpful.   
 
? Why had sea otters come back to Amchitka but not Shemya?   

The story only tells us that a few otters had escaped hunters but “they had not returned 
yet to Shemya Island.”  Researchers have proposed several theories to explain the 
abundance of sea otters on some islands and their scarcity on others.  Among the causes 
hypothesized are coastal currents, algae production, complex factors affecting otter prey, 
predation on otter pups, and environmental contamination.  Interested students can 
pursue this story further. 

 
? In the absence of sea urchins, do sea otters eat so much of another species that it becomes 
depleted? 

Sea otters can deplete their food sources rapidly.  As is the case with other species, 
feedback loops in the environment operate to reduce otter populations when food is 
scarce and allow it to increase when prey is abundant. 
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? What is currently happening to the sea otter population in the Aleutian Islands? 
James Estes and other scientists have continued to study the sea otter population and 
discovered more threats since 1990.  It was estimated that between 150,000 to 300,000 
otters lived in the Pacific Coast region before the hunters arrived in the 19th Century.  A 
treaty in 1911 stopped hunting but only about 1,000 otters were left. 
 
In the 1970s, the otter population near Alaska was estimated to have recovered to over 
100,000.  But in the years leading to the beginning of the 21st Century, they declined 
again.  The culprit this time may be a different species of hunter – killer whales.  Killer 
whales usually prefer to eat sea lions and seals, but those populations have declined due 
to reduced fish stocks.  Killer whales have turned to sea otters and have reduced their 
numbers to dangerously low levels again.  Kelp forests have been noted to be in serious 
decline by year 2000.  Students will recognize familiar feedback relationships in these 
stories too. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Name___________________ 

Students have used connection circles to define the 
problem and find the causes of change over time.   

With practice, they will eventually learn to recognize 
the feedback loops in the systems around them without 
the need of this tool. 
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Connection Circle Template 

 
1. What’s the problem:  What is changing?  How is it changing? 

2    Choose elements of the story that satisfy all of these criteria: 
o They contribute to the problem. 
o They are nouns or noun phrases. 
o They increase or decrease in the story. 

3. Write your elements around the circle.  Include no more than 5 to 10. 

     4. Find elements that cause another element to increase or decrease.  
o Draw an arrow from the cause to the effect. 
o The causal connection must be direct. 

                  5. Look for feedback loops. Tell their story. 
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Connection Circle Rules 
 
1. What’s the problem:   

 What is changing?  How is it changing? 
 
2. Choose elements of the story that satisfy all  

of these criteria: 
They contribute to the problem. 
They are nouns or noun phrases. 
They increase or decrease in the story. 
 

3. Write your elements around the circle.  
Include no more than 5 to 10. 
 

4. Find elements that cause another element to 
increase or decrease. 

        Draw an arrow from the cause to the effect.  
        The causal connection must be direct. 
 
5. Look for feedback loops. Tell their story. 
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1 We have revised this lesson from the version in the earlier edition of The Shape of Change (2004) to make our 
explanation of connection circles more clear. For more information on this lesson and its next steps, also see 
Lesson 11 in The Shape of Change, Stocks and Flows (2007) by Quaden, Ticotsky and Lyneis, also available from 
The Creative Learning Exchange at www.clexchange.org.  
    
2 “The Case of the Twin Islands” is a chapter from The Case of the Mummified Pigs and Other Mysteries of 
Nature, by Susan E. Quinlan, illustrated by Jennifer Owens Dewey, published by Caroline House, Boyds Mills 
Press, Inc., 1995.  For your convenience, the chapter is reprinted with permission on page 137. We urge you to get 
the book and use connection circles to explore its many other intriguing stories. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


