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Determining Sea Level Rise and Its Impacts
In order for scientists to determine the impacts of climate change and its effect upon the populations, ecosystems, and future climate of the world, numerous analyses of responsive climatic aspects, such as glaciers, ice sheets, and atmospheric temperatures must be conducted. In addition to the other concerns of scientists regarding the possible impacts of climate change, sea level rise is an important topic due to its ability to affect numerous human and animal populations around the world both directly and indirectly. To gain an understanding of the role that current and future sea levels will play in our lives, it is important to examine the causes and results of sea level rise. 

The amount of water contained within the oceans at any given time is dependent upon two main factors: the temperature of the water itself and the amount of water stored as land ice in the form of glaciers and ice sheets globally. Warming of ocean water due to increased temperatures in the surrounding atmosphere causes a phenomenon known as thermal expansion, in which the water molecules achieve a greater than average separation through the more vigorous movement obtained by heating. Such expansion, which may be the most significant factor in sea level rise over the next century, causes any given amount of water to occupy a larger than average volume, leading to increased ocean levels. Another major cause of sea level rise is the amount of water that is actually available for deposit into the oceans of the world. Although this amount of available water can depend upon many different factors, scientists believe the most significant factor in determining long term sea level rise to be the amount of water stored in glaciers and ice sheets around the world, because these bodies hold significant amounts of water in a frozen form. For example, if all of the ice located on Greenland were to completely melt, the projected sea level rise would be an astonishing 7.2 meters (about 23.6 feet). Even though such an increase would occur gradually over many decades, it is important to recognize the overall impact that rising sea levels will have upon the human population, especially in the United States. 

Through this sea level rise activity, students examine the issue of coastal inundation and its impact upon the human population of Florida, a state whose peninsular landform possesses an elevation, in most locations, at or near sea level. In addition, students are asked to think about ways in which to combat sea level rise around the Florida peninsula and prevent the inundation that would occur with a significant rise in ocean levels.   
