Communicating with the Moon?

by Terri Ellman,

hhhwooooo! What is that
Anoise? Where is it coming
from? Why is it happening?

It is a howl, probably coming from
a wolf, and that wolf is most likely
trying to communicate with other
wolves. Humans communicate in
many different ways, such as through
sounds, gestures and facial expres-
sions. Just like humans, wolves
communicate in more than one way.
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Scientists have determined that
wolves communicate in at least three
ways: vocalizations, body language
and their sense of smell.
Vocalizations are how wolves
communicate using sounds. They
may howl, bark, growl or whimper.
Howling is the vocalization that
humans hear the most. Wolves howl
to communicate across long distances.
For instance, a lone wolf may howl
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to try to find another lone wolf to
start a pack with. If a local pack hears
the howl though, they might howl
back to tell this intruder to stay out
of their territory.

Wolves howl not only to tell
intruders to leave but also to commu-
nicate to the rest of the pack where
they are and that they should gather
together. They may be meeting to go
on a hunt. This is usually in the
evening because that is when wolves’
prey (e.g., deer, moose and beaver)
are most active. Because wolves are
active at night and may howl when
they catch their dinner, some people
believe that wolves howl at the
moon. Scientists have determined
that is not true. Wolves are probably
just more active at the same time the
moon is out.

Whimpering is a another form of
vocalization. Wolves may whimper
to say “hello.” The lowest-ranking
wolf may also whimper when it is
submitting to the alpha, the highest-
ranking wolf.

Barking and growling are two
other ways that wolves communicate
vocally. Wolves may bark or growl to
express anger. If an intruder comes
into a pack’s territory, the adult male
may give several low barks to tell
the unwelcome wolf to go away. If
the intruder continues to make its
way in, the wolf may also growl at
the visitor.
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Body language is another type
of communication scientists have
observed wolves using. A wolf uses
body language when showing its
rank. During a fight for rank posi-
tion, the dominant wolf assumes a
very tall posture with its tail and ears
straight up. It looks like a domesti-
cated dog that is defending its yard.
The subordinate looks more like a
dog that is being scolded by its
owner. It has its tail between its legs,
its ears down and its head lowered.

The final way that wolves commu-
nicate is by using their sense of smell.
Each wolf has its own individual
scent. Wolves are able to tell the
difference between each wolf by that
scent. Therefore, when a wolf
urinates, another wolf will be able
to tell if the urine came from one of
the wolves in its pack or from an
outsider. Wolves urinate around
their territory to make sure that
other wolves know that this land is
already taken. It works like a “no
trespassing” sign.

Humans can'’t urinate to make “no
trespassing” signs because our sense
of smell is not as good. Scientists
think a wolf’s sense of smell is
perhaps a hundred times better than
a human’ is. Can you think of other
ways that wolf and human communi-
cation methods are different? Can
you think of any ways they are
similar? Complete the activity, and
see what you find. m
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Activity:

Draw a line from the picture of the way humans communicate fo the picture of the wolf
communication that is most similar. After you finish, discuss with your parents or friends other
ways that wolves and humans communicate similarly or differently.
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