
Unit 11: Inherited Traits and Learned Behavior 

 

Adaptations: Structures and Functions 

 Each physical environment creates special demands on populations living in 

it. 

 An adaptation is any structure or behavior that helps an organism survive in 

its environment. Adaptations are processes of a population in response to a 

changing habitat to become better suited for survival and reproduction. 

 Adaptations may take the form of structural (shape, body covering), 

physiological (making venom, secreting slime), or behavioral (migration). 

 Adaptations are accomplished by the successful reproduction of the more 

suitable characteristics of each population. For example, early ancestors of 

the modern horse had five toes with small hooves on each toe so they 

could walk on the soft, moist soil. Their feet were padded like a dog’s foot. 

As the environment changed, the early horse’s teeth changed first to adapt 

to its new diet. The toes followed by changing to adapt to the new, drier 

environment. The third, longest toe became the dominant toe and the hoof 

became more prominent to help it run on the hard, drier ground. 

 Hooves are structural adaptations that allow an animal greater mobility and 

often make them better suited for rocky surfaces. 

 Some animals that live near the water have developed webbed feet to help 

them become better swimmers. A thin piece of skin stretches between the 

toes to make their feet into little paddles. This allows them to move faster 

to either obtain food or to escape their predators. Some animals with 

webbed feet are ducks, seagulls, platypuses, otters, turtles, and frogs. 

 Habitats are always changing which requires populations to continually 

change. When habitats change, a population must move to another locale 

which better suits it, have a genetic change that leads to different 

characteristics to survive in the new habitat, or become extinct. 

 



Inherited Traits 

 Traits are distinctive features or actions that distinguish one organism from 

another and may not always be apparent at birth. 

 Inherited traits must come from a parent or other ancestor. If the trait is an 

action, it is performed without having any prior knowledge or experience. 

For example, instincts are actions which are inherited, such as animal 

courtship behaviors and turtles going to the ocean once they have hatched. 

 Animal offspring inherit physical characteristics from their parents, such as 

coloring, size, and body coverings.  

 In plants, some examples of inherited traits include leaf type and shape, 

flower color, or possessing thorns. 

 Dominant traits are the characteristics visible when at least one dominant 

allele for a trait is inherited. An example of a dominant trait in humans is 

dark hair. A recessive trait is a characteristic that is visible only when two 

recessive alleles for the same trait are inherited. In humans, straight hair is 

a recessive trait, so in order to inherit straight hair both parents must 

possess two recessive alleles for straight hair. 

 Frequency of a trait is different from being dominant and recessive. For 

example, if more students in a class have blue eyes, it does not indicate 

that blue eyes are a dominant trait. It only suggests blue eyes occurred 

more frequently in the population surveyed. 

 Inherited traits help an organism to survive and reproduce. 

 

Learned Behaviors 

 Learned behaviors or acquired traits refer to the actions of an organism in 

relation to its environment or other organism. 

 Learned behaviors cannot be passed on genetically, but may help an 

organism survive and reproduce in its environment.  

 Examples of learned behaviors are a dog fetching a stick, horses prancing, 

and black bear cubs climbing a tree for safety. 


