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Where are ice sheets? 
Ice sheets are located in the cryosphere, which is the part of Earth’s 

surface where water is in a solid form as snow or ice. This includes the 

North Pole region (the Arctic and Greenland) and the South Pole (the 

continent of Antarctica). The cryosphere also includes mountain peaks that 

are always covered with snow and ice. In the winter months, it includes 

places where there is snow, and where soil, rivers, and lakes freeze.  
 

What is an ice sheet? 
An ice sheet is a mass of glacial land ice that is larger than 20,000 square 

miles. There are only two ice sheets on Earth today. One covers most of 

Greenland and the other covers Antarctica.  
 

The Antarctic ice sheet 

(see photo) is about 5.4 

million square miles in area. 

That’s roughly the size of 

the United States and 

Mexico together. The 

Greenland ice sheet is about 

three times the size of 

Texas. It covers about 

656,000 square miles. 
 

How are ice sheets created? 
Ice sheets form in the cryosphere where snow that falls in winter does 

not melt entirely over the summer. Over time, the layers of snow pile up 

into thick sheets of ice. They become denser as the weight of new snow 

and ice on top presses down the layers below.  
 

How much water do ice sheets hold? 
Ice sheets contain 99 percent of Earth’s fresh water. If the entire 

Greenland ice sheet melted, scientists think that sea levels would rise 20 

feet. If the Antarctic ice sheet melted, sea levels would rise 200 

feet. 
 

What are scientists learning from ice sheets? 
The ice sheets covering Greenland and Antarctica contain gases, 

dust, and water that hold information regarding Earth’s past. 

Scientists drill into the ice and take out samples (see photo) in 

order to study what climate conditions were like thousands of years 

ago.  
 

By studying satellite images and the thickness of the ice sheets, 

scientists can track how ice sheets are growing or shrinking, both 

seasonally and over several years.  

 

 
 

Is climate change affecting 

ice sheets? 
 

The Greenland Ice Sheet: 

The mass of ice called the 

Greenland ice sheet has gotten 

smaller since 1979. Warmer 

temperatures have led to 

increased melting each year, 

which has outpaced yearly 

snowfall.  
 

The Antarctic Ice Sheet:  

Most of Antarctica has not 

experienced an increase in 

warming. One northern part has 

warmed 4.5 degrees Fahrenheit 

since 1950. In addition, a large 

part on the western side is also 

losing mass, probably because 

of warmer ocean water. On the 

eastern side, some stations 

appear to be cooling slightly. 

Overall, scientists believe that 

Antarctica is starting to lose 

ice, but so far it is not 

happening as quickly as in 

Greenland. 

 

Facts About Ice Sheets 


