
EXPERIMENT 2: DARWIN’S FINCHES

Background

The World’s Most Exciting Classroom Episode 2 explores the principles that drive natural 
selection, see recording on www.darwin200.com/online-classroom

We learnt that the basic principle behind natural selection (according to Charles Darwin’s theory 
of evolution) dictates that organisms that are best adapted to their ecosystem are more likely 
to survive and reproduce - and therefore - become more numerous. Those that are less well 
adapted to their environment are less likely to reproduce and so may ultimately die out and be 
replaced. This simple concept drives the diversification of life on Earth. 

As a result of his visit to the Galápagos Islands aboard HMS 
Beagle, Charles Darwin noted the differences in the beaks of 
closely related species of birds, most famously, the group known 
as Darwin’s Finches. 

The islands of the Galápagos 
Archipelago are 900-1000 km 
west of South America. Each 
island in the group is separated by 
a distance of several kilometres 
from the rest.

It is believed that the ancestors 
of Darwin’s Finches were blown 
to the Galápagos Islands from the 
mainland and diversified to suit the conditions on each Island.

Today they have astonishingly varied beak shapes. Below are three examples.

Large ground finch (Geospiza magnirostris)

The largest species of Darwin’s finches, it lives in arid habitats and likes to eat 
hard seeds and nuts (image courtesy of Peter Wilton CC BY 2.0).

Small ground finch (Geospiza fuliginosa) 

This finch is common and widespread in shrubland, woodland, and other 
habitats on most islands in the archipelago. It feeds on small seeds and 
parasites from the skins of Galápagos land and marine iguanas and Galápagos 
tortoises (image courtesy of Sharp Photography, CC BY-SA 3.0).

Sharp-beaked ground finch (Geospiza difficilis)

This little species of finch breeds in the humid areas of several of the 
Galápagos Islands feeds mainly on squishy insects and invertebrates, e.g. 
snails (image courtesy of Joseph C Boone, CC BY-SA 4.0).

An instruction video can be viewed via www.darwin200.com/online-classroom



Question 1: How do you think the ancestors of the finches reached the Galápagos Islands 
and diversifed across the different islands and their habitats? 

...............................................................................................................................................................................................

...............................................................................................................................................................................................

...............................................................................................................................................................................................

Question 2: Why do you think finches with different beaks evolved? What has caused the 
beaks of each finch species to be different?

...............................................................................................................................................................................................

...............................................................................................................................................................................................

...............................................................................................................................................................................................

Question 3: Think about other species of birds that occur across the world. Give an 
example of a different beak shape and why it is shaped as it is? (hint: carnivores?)

...............................................................................................................................................................................................

...............................................................................................................................................................................................

...............................................................................................................................................................................................

Upload your results to win prizes via www.darwin200.com/online-classroom

Equipment

• A nut cracker.

• A few nuts (hazelnuts or walnuts are recommended).

• A pair of tweezers.

• Sesame seeds (or any tiny seeds such as sunflower seeds).

• A needle.

• A few jelly beans (or similar soft, squishy sweets / candy). 

Method

1. Read the descriptions of the three species of finches overleaf and pay attention to their diet.

2. Use the nut cracker to crack a few nuts. How does this relate to the beak of the large ground 
finch?

3. Then use the pair of tweezers to pick up and manipulate the sesame seeds. How does this 
relate to the beak of the small ground finch?

4. Then use the needle and (carefully) stab a jelly bean so you can pick it up. How does this 
relate to the beak of the sharp-beaked ground finch? 

5. Discuss the properties that each bird needs in order to feed and answer the following 
questions.

An instruction video can be viewed via www.darwin200.com/online-classroom


