
Lesson 3 2 
species: a 
classification for 
grouping organisms 
that are similar to one 
another 

drought: a time of 
little or no rain 

natural selection: the , 
process by which 
trajts that are best 
suited to an 
organism's 
environment are more 
likely to be 
represented in future 
generations. 

"It is not the strongest 
of the species that 
survives, nor the most 
intelligent; it is the 
one that is the most 
adaptable to 
change."- Charles 
Darwin, naturalist 

The Galapagos 
Islands are famous for 
having large numbers 
of plant and animal 
life that exist nowhere 
else in the world. For 
this reason, the 
islands are a popular 
place for scientists to 
conduct research. 

Darwin's Finches 
Why were the beaks of birds living on the Galapagos Islands 
worth studying? 

In the middle of the Pacific Ocean near the equator and west of Ecuador, 
lie the Galapagos Islands. These volc~c islands are the site of stu_dies do~e 
by the scientist Charles Darwin. His research there led to the creation of his 
most well-known theories. 

Finches, small, sparrow-like birds, live on the islands. With the help of a 
colleague, Darwin learned that there were 13 different species of finches on 
the islands. The birds were all about the same size, and they had similar 
coloring. The main difference that Darwin noticed was in the birds' beaks. 

Darwin came to the conclusion that all these different species of finches 
had an ancestor in common. He believed that over time, they developed 
different types of beaks to suit different needs. Some had beaks that were 
suited for crushing, which would be useful for eating seeds. Others had 
grasping beaks that could hold twigs or thorns and use them as a tool to pull 
insects from tree branches. 

Even though the Galapagos finches have beaks that allow them to eat 
special foods, their general eating habits don't vary that much from species 
to species. Instead, they are able to survive difficult times-such as times of 
drought or intense competition-because of their specialized beaks. 

Darwin's study of the finches led to his theory of natural selection. He 
believed that certain traits in a species make it better able to survive. Over 
time and many generations, the traits that benefit the animal become more 
common. For example, a certain type of coloring in a moth might protect it 
from predators. According to Darwin, future generations of the moth would 
have this coloring because it helps the species survive. 

In recent years, scientists have watched an example of this theory unfold. 
Traits usually evolve over a long period of time. In just about 20 years, 
though, one of Darwin's finches developed a smaller beak so that it could eat 
smaller seeds. In the past, it fed on seeds of different sizes. Then, another 
species of finch came to the island and began eating all the larger seeds. A 
drought also caused greater competition for the existing food. The finches 
that had smaller beaks were better 
able to survive these 
changes. It was a perfect 
illustration of Darwin's 
theory of natural 
selection-in the very 
same place he had 
originally formed his theory. 



Circle the I tt 
· e er of the best answer to each question below. 

1. 
After observing the many species of finches, Darwin came to believe that they 

a. could not Jive anywhere outside of the Galapagos Islands. 
b. ate exactly the same foods. 

c. had the same type of beak. 

d. shared a common ancestor. 

2. Beak differences among the finches were a result of 
a. natural selection. 

b. differences in diet. 

c. breeding with another species of bird. 

d. Both a and b 

Write your answers on the lines below. 

3. What makes the Galapagos Islands a unique place to do research? 

4. What caused one of Darwin's finches to develop a smaller beak in recent years? 

5. Before the Industrial Revolution took place in England, the gypsy moth was light gray. The factories 
produced a lot of pollution, and the bark on the trees in the moths' habitat became dark gray. The 
gypsy moth could no longer camouflage itself. Use your knowledge of natural selection to explain 
how you think the gypsy moth evolved. 


