
 

 

 

Evolution in Action 
 
If you want to demonstrate evidence of evolution, look no further than your hand or foot; 
five fingers and five toes!  Five is not a magic number, nor is it necessarily the most 
functional, yet five digits at the end of limbs is a pattern of development laid down by the 
common ancestor of all modern mammals.   
 
Bats, whales and humans all have this characteristic but a bat wing, whale flipper and 
human hand have all adapted over millions of years to perform different functions from 
flying to swimming and with incredible dexterity.   
 
In this activity, your class will discover the similarity in structure of mammals “hands” 
using images of skeletons.  Through group discussion and investigation, pupils will gain 
an understanding of physical characteristics in animals that provide evidence of 
evolution.   
 
At a glance you will need: 

• Books about mammals and evolution 
• Access to the internet 
• Statements (provided below) 
• Skeleton images (provided below) 

 

Workshop Title Pre/Post Suggested CfE Stage 

Evolution Evolution in Action Post Second/Third 

 

Learning Intention 
We are learning about the evolution of mammals.   
We are broadening our understanding of how organisms are related. 
We are exploring adaptations which have taken place in mammals. 

 

Task 

Using the internet, books and skeleton images (provided below) we are going to investigate statements 
about mammal evolution and discuss which ones are correct and which ones are incorrect.   

 
 
 
 



 

Success Criteria 

• Pupils will be able to demonstrate an understanding of evolution using the skeletons of mammals as an 
example of a common ancient ancestor.   
• Pupils will be able to work in groups to investigate and participate in discussions to solve problems. 
• Pupils will be able to give examples of how mammals have adapted under environmental pressure. 

 

CfE Capacities 

Successful learners: 

• With an openness to new thinking and ideas, looking at animals in a different way. 

• Able to make reasoned evaluations on animal evolution through discussion. 

Effective contributors: 

• Able to express their informed views within their group. 

• Able to solve problems through investigation work and discussion. 

 

CfE Outcomes 

Science – Planet Earth (Biodiversity and interdependence) 
I can identify and classify examples of living things, past and present, to help me appreciate their diversity.  
I can relate physical and behavioral characteristics to survival or extinction.  SCN 2-01a 
 
Can lead to: 
I can sample and identify living things from different habitats to compare their biodiversity and can suggest 
reasons fro their distribution.  SCN 3-01a 
 

 

Description 

Working in small groups of 4-6, pupils should initially discuss their ideas on each of the statements below.  
This could be done by giving each group a set of statement cards, or by writing up the statements on the 
class board for everyone to see.   
Pupils can then spend time investigating the ideas in each statement using books, the internet and photos 
of mammal skeletons.  We have provided some useful websites and images of mammal skeletons below.   
Returning to the statements, pupils should then work in their groups to put the cards in two piles; one for 
correct, and one for not correct.  A class discussion would round this activity up. 
 
Statement 1. 
Whales live in water so must be related to fish.  The whale’s flipper is the same as a fish’s fin. (Not correct) 
 
Statement 2. 
The whale, the bat and the human all have five digits (bones that make up fingers).  This shows they are 
all from the same group.  This group is known as mammals. (Correct) 
 
Statement 3. 
The bat has wings and can fly.  This means the bat is a type of bird. (Not correct) 
 
Statement 4. 
The whale, the bat and the human all share a common ancient ancestor.  They have evolved into different 
animals over millions of years. (Correct) 
 
Statement 5.   
Whales have an ancestor that lived on the land. (Correct)  
 
Statement 6. 
Whales breathe in air unlike fish who can breathe underwater.  This means whales are not a type of fish. 



 

(Correct) 
 
Statement 7.  
 A bat’s finger bones have evolved to be elongated.  This is an adaptation that has helped them to be able 
to fly. (Correct) 
 
Statement 8.   
The whale, the bat and the human are evolving into the same animal.  Their finger bones are becoming 
the same.  (Not correct) 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1.  The skeleton of the wing of a bat. 
 
 



 

 
 
Figure 2. The skeleton of a flipper of a whale. 
 



 

 
Figure 3.  The skeleton of a human arm and hand. 

 
 

Web Resources 

General Information: 
http://www.christs.cam.ac.uk/darwin200/pages/index.php?page_id=j 
http://evolution.berkeley.edu/ 
http://www.newscientist.com/topic/evolution 
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/nature-online/evolution/ 
 
 
Specific Information on: 
Whale evolution 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/earth/hi/earth_news/newsid_8959000/8959574.stm 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/evolution/library/03/4/l_034_05.html 
 
Bat evolution 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2008/feb/13/bat.evolution 
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/nature-online/life/mammals/bats/session1/index.html 
 
Human evolution 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/sn/prehistoric_life/human/human_evolution/ 
http://www.newscientist.com/topic/human-evolution 
 
 
 
 

 

Enjoyed this activity?  

Get in touch at education@dynamicearth.co.uk and let us know how it went. Remember to visit the 
website regularly for further activities as we are constantly working on novel content to enhance your 
Dynamic Earth experience both pre and post visit. 

 


