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Earth Science: Climate Change
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Climate and weather are not the same thing. Both describe conditions in the lower atmosphere
—for example, wet or dry, cold or warm, stormy or fair, and cloudy or clear. Weather is the
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Content Level: Bl (Level 4)

(4)= G @ @ &= a4
Page 43

Climate Change

DEFINING CLIMATE AND CLIMATE CHANGE

InterLink

Climate and weather are not the same thing. Both describe conditions in the lower atmosphere—
for example, wet or dry, cold or warm, stormy or fair, and cloudy or clear. Weather is the short-
term local state of the atmosphere. Weather conditions can change from moment to moment
and can differ in two places that are relatively close together. Climate describes the average
pattern of weather condltlons that are expenenced by a region over a long period. For example,

The earth's climate as a whole has not changed much over the last several thousand years. In
general, most of the planet has been warm enough for humans, animals, and plants to thrive.
This was not so in the distant past, when the climate fluctuated between long periods of cold
and warmth, each lasting for many thousands of years. Scientists are not sure what triggered
these major climate changes. A variety of factors are believed to have been involved, including
movement of the tectonic plates, changes in the earth's orbit around the sun, and variations in
atmospheric gases.

The earth's temperature depends on a delicate balance of energy inputs and outputs, chemical
processes, and physical phenomena. As shown in Figure 3.1, solar
earth's atmosphere and warms the earth. The earth emits infrared radiation. Some outgoing
infrared radiation is not allowed to escape into outer space but is trapped beneath the
atmosphere. The amount of energy that is trapped depends on many variables. One major factor
is atmospheric composition. Some gases, such as water vapor, carbon dioxide, and methane, act
to trap heat beneath the atmosphere in the same way that glass panels trap heat in a
greenhouse. The panels allow sunlight into the greenhouse, but prevent heat from escaping.

48 EXPLORE

More Like This
Climate Change
The Environment, 2019.

Climate Change
The Environment: A Revolution in Attitudes, 2012.

Fossil Fuels
Alternative Energy, 2006.
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