
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Getting to Know: Adaptation 
Your teacher is taking the class on a field trip. “Today we will visit the insect house at the zoo,” 
your teacher says. “We will see many different types of insects.” 

You are so excited! Insects come in so many shapes and sizes. As you come to the first exhibit, 
you see many leaves in a tank. “Where are the bugs?” you ask your teacher. 

“Look closely. You have to keep a close eye on 

that tank to see them,” the teacher says. You look 

closely to see one of the leaves moving!
 

Your teacher says, “That is a leaf bug. It looks just 

like a leaf. This is an adaptation.”
 

What is adaptation? 
Adaptation occurs when living things are born 

with traits that help them survive and reproduce. 

The trait is random, which means it occurs by 

chance. 


In every plant and animal, traits from the 

parents are passed to the young. However, 

there are chances for mutations to occur during 

reproduction. A mutation causes a change in 

the genetic information that is passed on to 

offspring.
 

 Is it a leaf or an insect? Adaptations allow 
 animals to survive. 

Are mutations bad for an organism? 
Mutations are not always bad. A mutation can give one animal a better chance of survival 

than another. Sometimes the animal has a better chance to hide. This is how a leaf bug can 

hide in leaves! Its body shape is an adaptation. Bugs that look like leaves are better able to 

survive. 


Misconception 1:  I read that bats are nearly blind. Is this an example of an adaptation? 

Bats are not truly blind. Bats can see, but their ears are much more sensitive than their 
eyes. Bats have an excellent sense of sound and smell. This helps them to “see”  even 
when conditions are dark. Some animals are truly blind. For example, some fish species 
live in caves. Since it is dark in caves, these fish did not need eyes. Over time, the fish 
species lost their eyes as they adapted to the cave environment. 
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Can an animal decide to adapt to 
its  environment? 

Animals  cannot  decide  to  adapt  to  their 

environments.  A  giraffe  cannot  hope  its  neck 

will grow longer. A bug cannot decide to
  
look more like a leaf. The process is random,
  
and it is usually gradual. For example, the
  
first leaf bugs probably looked just a little
  
bit like a leaf. This slight difference might
  
have  made  them  a  little  more  likely  to  avoid 

predators. When  the  bugs  reproduced,  they 

made more insects like themselves. Over
  
many  generations,  the  insects  that  looked  like 

leaves  tended  to  survive  and  reproduce. 
   This snowshoe hare is adapted to its 

 environment. 
Why are some animals luckier? 

It is not a matter of luck. Adaptations rely on random changes passed from parents to 
offspring. These changes can affect the body or behavior of living things. If the changes are 
not helpful, the animal may not have the chance to reproduce. If the changes are helpful, the 
animal can reproduce and pass on the changes. 

Why do adaptations matter? 
Adaptations help living things survive when their environment changes. Adaptations are also 
what give the world of living things so much variety. There are millions of ways for plants and 
animals to change. When you go to the zoo to see all of the amazing animals, you are going 
to see their adaptations! 

Misconception 2:  Giraffes developed long necks by reaching for food, right? 

No, adaptations occur as genetic traits are passed on from parents to offspring. Reaching  
for food is a learned trait, not a genetic trait. Modern giraffes have long necks because  
the trait for long necks was passed on by reproduction. Giraffes that happened to have  
long necks were able to get more food than other giraffes. These giraffes were more likely  
to survive and reproduce. These changes helped giraffes develop long necks over time. 

Concept:  Adaptation  
Getting to Know  
www.discoveryeducation.com  

2 
© Discovery Education. All rights reserved. 

Discovery Education is a subsidiary 
of Discovery Communications, LLC. 

http:www.discoveryeducation.com

