Adaptations, evolution and inheritance

Getting into activities
Curriculum Links
England
 Science: The variation between species and between individuals of the same species means
some organisms compete more successfully, which can drive natural selection
Northern Ireland
 Science and Technology: Science
Wales
 Science: Variation within species can lead to evolutionary changes and similarities and
differences between species can be measured and classified

Activity A
What is variation? Look around the class. We are all human, that is our species, but we have the
different eye colours, hair colours, height and skin colours. These are examples of variation within a
species. Differences such as eye colour, hair colour and whether we are male or female are called
inherited variations; they are characteristics that our parents have passed down to us through
genetic information. Just like humans, other species also have inherited variations. Variation can
also be caused by environment (for more on environmental variation, see the KS3 ‘Lifecycles’
Going Deeper activity). If a variation is beneficial to an animal and helps it survive, that animal
will be more likely to reproduce and pass that trait down to its offspring. This new feature, or
behaviour, is an adaptation.
What is an adaptation? An adaptation is either a feature or a behaviour which helps an animal
to become better able to survive in its environment. Variation also exists between species. For
example, not all species of bird have the same type of beak or feathers or wings.
Ask learners to contribute as many different bird names as possible to a whole-group list. What
features do all of these species of bird have? (they all have wings, a head, feathers, legs etc.).
In what ways are these species of bird different from each other? (feather colours, beak shape,
size, feather coverage, length of neck, length of legs, feet shape etc.).
Why are they different? (Each species of bird is uniquely adapted to survive in its environment.
e.g. a feature such as a very thin beak for getting worms out of cracks in a rock or a particular
behaviour such as a bird call that helps them to find a mate).
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Activity B
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 each learner an ‘Adaptations, evolution and inheritance’ visual. Ask them 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. 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 A.

Have a whole afternoon?
Extend Activity B by explaining that bird call is also an adaptation (a behavioural one) that helps
birds communicate and to find a mate. Explore different bird calls (see www.british-birdsongs.uk).

Go outside
In small groups, each with an ‘Adaptations, evolution and inheritance’ visual, go out bird spotting
in the school grounds, park or on a local walk. What variations and adaptations did
you see? Ask learners to take photos of birds they see and make notes about what they look like.
Do you know the names of any? Take a bird identification book along with you or match the birds
to images online on your return. Which species did you see the most of? Did any have similar
adaptations?
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