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Each week, this lesson will share some classroom activity ideas that use the newspaper or other 

NIE resources.  You are encouraged to modify this lesson to fit the needs of your students.  For 

example, some classrooms may be able to use this as a worksheet and others might need to ask 

and answer the questions in a class discussion.   

Materials you will need for this lesson: The Seattle Times e-Edition, paper and pencil 

Article: “Alaska ‘mush’ is unusually mild for this year’s Iditarod sled race”  
Page: Main, A3 
Date: Monday, March 7, 2016 
 
Pre- Reading Discussion Questions:   
 
Look at the picture that accompanies the article. What are these dogs are doing? What kind of 
place are they in? What is the weather like? What other questions do you have about this picture? 
 
Vocabulary:   
 
Read the following quotes and determine the meaning of the word based on how it’s used in the 
sentence: 
 
“The Iditarod dogsled race has gripped the imagination here for a long time, partly because it 
captures the idea, cherished by Alaskans, that a true-north wildness lies just over the horizon, 
and anyone getting there must first face a harsh gantlet of ice and snow.” 
 
Gantlet: punishment 
 
“In trekking nearly 1,000 miles to the finish line in the old gold-rush town of Nome, mushers and 
their team commemorate an event that captivated the world in 1925, when a sled team, led by a 
dog named Balto, raced through blizzards to deliver lifesaving serum to Nome during a diphtheria 
outbreak.” 
 
Trekking: to journey, in particular over mountains and usually on foot 
 
Commemorate: to remember; to give respect to a person or event 
 
“While it might sound paradoxical, milder weather does not make the Iditarod safe, easier or 
more predictable.” 
 
Paradoxical: contradictory; inconsistent    
 
“No weather station anywhere in the state, even in traditionally frigid spots of the interior, like 
Fairbanks, has recorded anything colder than minus 30 this year.” 
 
Frigid: very cold; freezing 
 
“In any event, the sharp variability of the course’s terrain— and thus the need to expect the 
unexpected— is probably going to be a ferocious as ever, said Stan Hooley, the chief executive 
of the Iditarod Trail Committee.” 
  
Variability: changeable; unpredictable 



Terrain: an area of land and its natural features; landscape 
 
Ferocious: fierce; aggressive or violent 
 
 
Journal Writing Prompts:   
 
“In trekking nearly 1,000 miles to the finish line in the old gold-rush town of Nome, mushers 
and their team commemorate an event that captivated the world in 1925, when a sled team, 
led by a dog named Balto, raced through blizzards to deliver lifesaving serum to Nome 
during a diphtheria outbreak.” 
 
The Iditarod commemorates an event that happened over 90 years ago, think of a recent event 
that you think will be commemorated 90 years in the future. How will it be commemorated? What 
will the commemoration look like? Who will participate? Why is this event important to remember? 
 
Discussion Questions: 
 
Review the excerpt and discuss the following questions:  
 
“While it might sound paradoxical, milder weather does not make the Iditarod safe, easier 
or more predictable. 
 
For the 1,000 or so sled dogs, for example, heat is a much bigger concern than cold or 
even lack of snow, veterinarians and mushers said. The animals are bred and trained to 
run in harsh conditions and are happiest at temperatures of zero to minus 10. Even their 
diet during the nine days or so that it normally takes to complete the race is formulated to 
mimic the diet that Balto knew.” 
 
Why do you think we commemorate the journey of Balto? What might some hardships be that are 
faced on the Iditarod trail? How might the original hardships of the trail differ from the hardships 
people face on the trail today? What qualities do you think it takes to be a successful musher? 
What qualities does it take to be a successful lead dog like Balto? How important is teamwork for 
a dogsled team? How are some of the qualities that make a good dogsled team important in 
everyday life? 
 
Small Group Discussion and Activity:   
 
“The Iditarod dogsled race has gripped the imagination here for a long time, partly 
because it captures the idea, cherished by Alaskans, that a true-north wildness lies just 
over the horizon, and anyone getting there must first face a harsh gantlet of ice and 
snow.” 
 
Visit the official Iditarod website http://iditarod.com/ to learn more about the Iditarod and the story 
of Balto. Pretend you are a newspaper journalist in 1925. Write an article about Balto’s journey. 
What was it like? What challenges did Balto’s team face? What would have happened if serum 
hadn’t made it to Nome? You may choose to include interviews with witnesses or other firsthand 
accounts from the time.  
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