
 
 

 
 
 
 
  

Natural Selection in Action 
The work in this packet provides additional learning opportunities to further your 
understanding of natural selection and evolution. Should you continue studies in the life 
sciences, it will be expected that you have knowledge of this topic.  
My office hours are 10AM-12PM, M-F. You can email me at jhaut@tusd.net, post a question in 
Teams, or call me at (209) 625-9540 with questions. Please continue to check your email 
regularly. 
 
Week 5 
Charles Darwin developed a theory of evolution to 
explain the unity and diversity of life, based on the 
idea of shared common ancestors (Khan Academy, 
n.d.). His theory was based on the mechanism 
of natural selection, which explains how populations 
can evolve in such a way that they become better 
suited to their environments over time. 

 

The light-colored mice are more easily seen by 
predators and are therefore preyed upon more. Dark 
mice are better adapted to their environment and 
better able to survive and reproduce.  
Individuals have variations within their heritable traits. 
Some variations make an individual better suited to 
survive and reproduce in their environment. 
If this continues over generations, these 
favorable adaptations (the heritable features that aid 
survival and reproduction) will become more and 
more common in the population. 
The population will not only evolve (change in its 
genetic makeup and inherited traits) but will evolve in 
such a way that it becomes adapted, or better-suited, 
to its environment. 
Khan Academy. (n.d.). Evolution and natural selection review 
(article). Retrieved April 26, 2020, from 
https://www.khanacademy.org/science/high-school-biology/hs-
evolution/hs-evolution-and-natural-selection/a/hs-evolution-and-
natural-selection-review 

Adaptations are physical traits that help organisms survive longer than those without it. They have more 
offspring that are born with this same adaptation, paving the way for natural selection. A beneficial or neutral 
adaptation can quickly become harmful when the environments change. The environment greatly affects an 
organism’s ability to survive, and even a small change can be harmful to some organisms. 
Some examples: 
• The panda’s "thumb" is actually an enlarged bone of the wrist. Panda’s eat bamboo. It is difficult to handle 

and break the hard stalks, so an enlarged wrist bone helps to grasp the bamboo. In another environment 
where the food source is not plants, an extra ‘finger’ would have little benefit, perhaps even be 
cumbersome. The hands of pandas have been beneficial only because of their need for a better grip on 
bamboo. 

• The Kokapo is a flightless bird of New Zealand. There were no ground predators of birds. As a result, the 
many ground dwelling birds lost the ability to fly making their wings small and useless. Eventually, mankind 
brought cats and weasels. The Kokapo was easy prey and is now nearly extinct. The inability to fly quickly 
caught up to them when the environment changed, showing how adaptation of bad wings was harmful in a 
different environment. 
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• The penguin has evolved into flightless birds. Cumbersome and ineffective on land, they are masters of the 
water. In Antarctica, the sea is the best place to get food. It has gradually lost its ability to fly, got insulating 
blubber, and gained mutated legs that are great for swimming but terrible for walking. If not for this 
environment, it would be very vulnerable and helpless. 

 
Activity: 

1. Choose two of the island environments from the four described below. 
2. Design a squirrel for each island that has adapted to that island’s specific environmental conditions. 

Include at least 5 adaptations. 
3. Draw each squirrel with its adaptations in its island environment. 
4. Include labels of the adaptations and why they are beneficial to the squirrel. 

 

 

 
Show & Tell: 
Share your drawings with a family member and compare and contrast your squirrels from the different islands. 
Explain how natural selection resulted in the traits of your different squirrel populations. 
Additional Learning Opportunities: 
• PBS Triumph of Life - The Four Billion Year War  https://youtu.be/kVwB908J4W0  
• Radiolab: Dinopocalypse!   https://youtu.be/ZYoqtBEzuiQ  
• Greatest Discoveries with Bill Nye: Evolution, video 1 https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL7C0B7D5EECAA7D65  
• Greatest Discoveries with Bill Nye: Evolution, video 2  https://youtu.be/BVjBSIcmKHU  
• The Evolution of Ouch Mouth. https://youtu.be/VNp7tuZyWBY  
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