Adaptations, evolution and inheritance

Getting into activities
Curriculum Links
England
 Science: Identify how animals and plants are adapted to suit their environment in different
ways and that adaptation may lead to evolution
Northern Ireland
 T
 he world around us (Place): Ways in which people, plants and animals depend on the
features and materials in places and how they adapt to their environment
Wales
 Science: Interdependence of organisms

Activity A
Are all animals the same? What animals can pupils think of? List and conclude that no, all animals are
not the same. Make a list of all their differences on the board. Now introduce the words ‘feature’ and
‘behaviour’. Explain that some from this list are physical features of animals (what they look like), and
others are behaviours (things they do). Mark all features one colour and all behaviours another colour.

Activity B
Display a picture of a penguin and a picture of a swan. The penguin and the swan are both birds.
Because they are both birds, they have some features that are similar. What features do the penguin
and the swan have in common? (They both have wings, heads, feathers, feet). Some features of the
penguin and swan are very different from each other. How are their features different? (beak shape,
size, length of neck, length of legs, colour, feet, size and shape of wings).
Birds do not all look or behave the same. This is because different types or species of birds are
adapted to better survive in different habitats. What is an adaptation? (An adaptation is a feature or
a behaviour which helps an animal to survive in its environment. e.g. a very thin beak that helps get
worms out of cracks in a rock or a particular bird call that helps them to find a mate).
How are the penguin and swan adapted? What adaptations do they have? (Both have webbed
feet that allow them to move and feed in water. Both have wings but penguins do not fly in the air.
Penguins have short flipper-like wings meaning they can ‘fly’ underwater, swimming and diving to
catch fish to eat. Swans fly to find food and have large powerful wings. Swans use their webbed
feet to paddle and their long necks equip them to eat plants that grow at the bottom of ponds
and rivers. Penguins have a lot of body fat which allows them to keep warm in cold temperatures).
Both penguins and swans have adaptations that mean they can survive where they live. What might
happen if their habitat changed? (they might struggle to survive). This is why protecting certain
habitats for wildlife is important.
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Activity C
Display the ‘Adaptations, evolution and inheritance’ visual (see final page of this document) so all
learners can see it. Explain that these are some adaptations that birds may have (there are many,
many more). Choose one and, as a class, describe and discuss it. What is your prediction about
how this adaptation helps a bird survive? Have you ever seen, or learnt about, a bird with this
adaptation? Give pairs of learners an ‘Adaptations, evolution and inheritance’ visual. Ask learners
to observe the drawings, raise questions and make predictions about how each adaptation helps
a bird survive. Then display or provide a printed copy of the following labels and ask learners to
match each one to the pictures on the visual. You don’t have to use them all of them – choose
which to use according to the ability of your learners. They could either hand write these on or cut
and stick the sentences to label: ‘to keep warm’, ‘to attract a mate’, ‘to keep their body above
water’, ‘to keep them dry’, ‘to grasp their prey’, ‘to swim’, ‘to walk on mud’, ‘to catch insects’, ‘ to
stab their prey’, ‘to tear meat’, ‘to probe into mud’, ‘to sift the water for small creatures’, ‘to hold
onto fish’ , ‘for safety in numbers’, ‘to move to warmer areas’. Were their predictions correct? Prior
to their WWT visit, learners can also predict, as a group, which bird adaptations they might see at
the centre and why, or which they would particularly like to look out for.

Less time?
Just do Activity B.

Have a whole afternoon?
Extend Activity C by explaining that bird call is also an adaptation (a behavioural one)
that helps birds communicate and to find a mate.

Go outside
It is not just animals that have adaptations, plants do too. Go outside, in the school grounds or
local park, give pairs of learners the following ‘adaptations’ list and ask them to go and find an
example of each one. They could take a photo when they find it, or just tick their list. After finding a
feature, they must discuss with their partner why this is an adaptation.
 A tree with thick bark (holds moisture in)
 A plant with a scent (attracts bees and butterflies, for example, to help pollinate it)
 A brightly coloured flower (attracts pollinators e.g. butterflies and bees)
 A plant with thorns or prickles (protects against other animals and insects eating it)
 Seeds (these may be sticky or have hooks that catch on feathers or fur, for dispersal, or may
easily travel with the wind or water)
Other discussion topics include: Could a plant live completely underwater? (Yes, there are
plants that live completely or partially submerged in water e.g. waterlily and waterweed). What
adaptations might they have?
Could a plant live in the desert? (Yes, there are plants that live in very hot temperatures where
there is very little water e.g. cacti) Many desert plants have spines instead of leaves; why do you
think this is? (having spines means the plant loses less water, they also protect it from being eaten)
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