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SITUATIONAL AOL
Writing prompt
breakdown

Step One

Read each sentence and look for
powerful keywords.  

The US Fish & Wildlife Service wants to remove 23 animal species from the Endangered Species
List.  The agency intends to remove these animals from the list because they are believed to be
extinct, which means all individuals of that species have died out.  Affected animals include the
ivory-billed woodpecker (bird) and eight mussels (shellfish) species.

A. Imagine you are a wildlife biologist working to update the Endangered Species List and make
recommendations to the US Fish & Wildlife Service.  What questions must you ask to assess
whether these species are extinct?

B. What types of information might you use to support your findings?  What criteria would you
use to judge the accuracy and authenticity of the evidence you gather?

C. How would you present your arguments to the US Fish & Wildlife Service?  How would you
acknowledge differing points of view?
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SITUATIONAL AOL
Writing prompt
breakdown

Step Two

The US Fish & Wildlife Service wants to remove 23 animal species from the Endangered Species
List.  The agency intends to remove these animals from the list because they are believed to be
extinct, which means all individuals of that species have died out.  Affected animals include the
ivory-billed woodpecker (bird) and eight mussels (shellfish) species.

A. Imagine you are a wildlife biologist working to update the Endangered Species List and make
recommendations to the US Fish & Wildlife Service.  What questions must you ask to assess
whether these species are extinct?

B. What types of information might you use to support your findings?  What criteria would you
use to judge the accuracy and authenticity of the evidence you gather?

C. How would you present your arguments to the US Fish & Wildlife Service?  How would you
acknowledge differing points of view?

Young Scholars Circle.  Copyright  2023. All Rights Reserved.

What does the prompt ask you to
do?



SITUATIONAL AOL
Writing prompt
breakdown

Step Three

The US Fish & Wildlife Service wants to remove 23 animal species from the Endangered Species
List.  The agency intends to remove these animals from the list because they are believed to be
extinct, which means all individuals of that species have died out.  Affected animals include the
ivory-billed woodpecker (bird) and eight mussels (shellfish) species.

A. Imagine you are a wildlife biologist working to update the Endangered Species List and make
recommendations to the US Fish & Wildlife Service. What questions do you need to ask to assess
whether these species are extinct?

B. What types of information might you use to support your findings? What criteria would you
use to judge the accuracy and authenticity of the evidence you gather?

C. How would you present your arguments to the US Fish & Wildlife Service? How would you
acknowledge differing points of view?
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Connect them to your past
experiences and the AOL Writing
Rubric.



 the IUCN
Red List

category &  
criteria

International Union for Conservation of
Nature





The definitions of the three threatened
categories (vulnerable, endangered, and
critically endangered) are based on five
criteria: population reduction rate,
geographic range, population size,
population restrictions, and probability of
extinction.

Threatened categories have different
thresholds for these criteria. As the
population and range of the species
decrease, the species becomes more
threatened.



ExtinctExtinct

A species is  extinct when there is  no
reasonable doubt that the last  remaining
individual  of  that species has died.
(Endangered Species,  National  Geographic)

Cause:  Habitat  Loss



ExtinctExtinct

A taxon is  Extinct when there is  no reasonable
doubt that the last  individual  has died.  A taxon is
presumedExtinct when exhaustive surveys in
known and expected habitat,  at  appropriate
times throughout its  historic range,  have failed to
record an individual.  Surveys should be over a
time frame appropriate to the taxon’s l i fe cycles
and l ife form.



Extinct in the WildExtinct in the Wild
A species is  extinct in the wild when it  only
survives in cultivation (plants),  in captivity
(animals),  or  as a population well  outside its
established range.  A species may be l isted as
extinct in the wild only after  years of  surveys
have failed to record an individual  in its  native or
expected habitat.  (Endangered Species,  National
Geographic)

Cause:  Overhunting and Habitat  Loss



Extinct in the WildExtinct in the Wild
A taxon is  Extinct in the Wild when it  is  known
only to survive in cultivation,  in captivity,  or  as a
naturalized population well  outside the past
range.  A taxon is  presumed Extinct in the Wild
when exhaustive surveys in known and expected
habitats have failed to record an individual  at
appropriate t imes throughout its  historic range.
Surveys should be over a t ime frame appropriate
to the taxon's l i fe cycle and l ife form.



Critically EndangeredCritically Endangered
1) Population reduction rate

A crit ically endangered species’  population has
declined between 80 and 90 percent.  This decline
is measured over ten years or  three generations of
the species,  whichever is  longer.

A species is  classif ied as crit ically endangered
when its  population has declined at  least  90
percent,  and the cause of  the decline is  known. A
species is  also classif ied as endangered when its
population has declined at  least  80 percent,  and
the cause of  the decline is  not known.



Critically EndangeredCritically Endangered

2) Geographic range

A critically endangered species’ extent of occurrence is
less than 100 square kilometers (39 square miles). A
critically endangered species’ area of occupancy is
estimated to be less than 10 square kilometers (4
square miles).



Critically EndangeredCritically Endangered

3) Population size

A species is classified as critically endangered when
there are fewer than 250 mature individuals. A
species is also classified as critically endangered
when the number of mature individuals declines by
at least 25 percent within three years or one
generation, whichever is longer.



Critically EndangeredCritically Endangered

4) Population restrictions

A species is  classif ied as crit ically endangered
when its  population is  restricted to less than 50
mature individuals.  When a species’  population
is this low, its  area of  occupancy is  not
considered.



Critically EndangeredCritically Endangered

5.  The probability of extinction in the
wild is at least 50 percent within ten
years or three generations, whichever
is longer.



Critically EndangeredCritically Endangered

A taxon is  Crit ically Endangered when the best
available evidence indicates that it  meets any of
the criteria A to E for  Crit ically Endangered,  and it
is  therefore considered to be facing an extremely
high risk of  extinction in the wild.



EndangeredEndangered
1) Population reduction rate

A species is  classif ied as endangered when its  population
has declined between 50 and 70 percent.  This decline is
measured over 10 years or  three generations of  the
species,  whichever is  longer.

A species is  classif ied as endangered when its  population
has declined at  least  70 percent and the cause of  the
decline is  known. A species is  also classif ied as
endangered when its  population has declined at  least  50
percent and the cause of  the decline is  not known.



EndangeredEndangered

2) Geographic range

An endangered species’  extent of
occurrence is  less than 5,000 square
kilometers (1,930 square miles).  An
endangered species’  area of  occupancy
is less than 500 square kilometers (193
square miles).



EndangeredEndangered

3) Population size

A species is  classif ied as endangered
when fewer than 2,500 mature
individuals exist.  When a species
population declines by at  least  20
percent within f ive years or  two
generations,  it  is  also classif ied as
endangered.



EndangeredEndangered

4) Population restrictions

A species is  classif ied as endangered
when its  population is  restricted to
less than 250 mature individuals.
When a species’  population is  this
low, its  area of  occupancy is  not
considered.



EndangeredEndangered

5) Probabil ity of  extinction in the wild
is at  least  20 percent within 20 years
or f ive generations,  whichever is
longer.



EndangeredEndangered

A taxon is  endangered when the best
available evidence indicates that it
meets any of  the criteria A to E for
Endangered and is  therefore
considered to be facing a very high
risk of  extinction in the wild.



VulnerableVulnerable
A1) Population reduction rate

A species is  classif ied as vulnerable if  i ts
population has declined between 30 and 50
percent.  This decline is  measured over ten years
or three generations of  the species,  whichever is
longer.  A generation is  the period between the
birth of  an animal and the time it  can reproduce.   



VulnerableVulnerable
A species is  vulnerable if  i ts  population has
declined at  least  50 percent,  and the cause of  the
decline is  known. Habitat  loss is  the leading
known cause of  population decline.

A species is  also classif ied as vulnerable if  i ts
population has declined at  least  30 percent and
its cause is  unknown. For example,  a  new,
unknown virus could kil l  hundreds or even
thousands of  individuals before being identif ied.
  



VulnerableVulnerable
2) Geographic range

A species is  vulnerable if  i ts  “extent of
occurrence” is  estimated to be less than 20,000
square kilometers (7,722 square miles).  An extent
of occurrence is  the smallest  area that could
contain all  sites of  a  species’  population.  If  al l
members of  a  species could survive in a single
area,  the size of  that area is  the species’  extent of
occurrence.
  



VulnerableVulnerable

A species is also classified as vulnerable if its “area of
occupancy” is estimated to be less than 2,000 square
kilometers (772 square miles). An area of occupancy is
where a specific population of that species resides. This
area is often a breeding or nesting site in a species
range.



VulnerableVulnerable

3) Population size

Species with fewer than 10,000 mature individuals are
vulnerable. The species is also vulnerable if that
population declines by at least 10 percent within ten
years or three generations, whichever is longer.



VulnerableVulnerable

4) Population restrictions

Population restriction is a combination of population
and area of occupancy. A species is vulnerable if
restricted to less than 1,000 mature individuals or an
area of occupancy of less than 20 square kilometers (8
square miles).



VulnerableVulnerable

5) Probability of extinction in the wild is at least 10
percent within 100 years.

Biologists, anthropologists, meteorologists, and other
scientists have developed complex ways to determine a
species’ probability of extinction. These formulas
calculate the chances a species can survive, without
human protection, in the wild.



VulnerableVulnerable

A taxon is  Vulnerable when the best
available evidence indicates that it
meets any of  the criteria A to E for
Vulnerable,  and it  is  therefore
considered to be facing a high risk of
extinction in the wild.



5 Criteria
A. Population size reduction (past, present,
and projected)
B. Geographic range size, and
fragmentation, few locations, decline or
fluctuations
C. Small and declining population size and
fragmentation, fluctuations, or few
subpopulations
D. Very small population or very restricted
distribution
E. Quantitative analysis of extinction risk
(e.g., Population Viability Analysis)
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