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16.3 Darwin Presents His Case 

Lesson Objectives 

Describe the conditions under which natural selection occurs. 

Explain the principle of common descent. 

Lesson Summary 

Evolution by Natural Selection Darwin published On the Origin of Species in 1859. 

In the book, Darwin describes and provides evidence for his explanation of how evolution 

occurs. He called this process natural selection because of its similarities to artificial 

selection. Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection can be summed up as follows: 

More offspring are produced than can survive to reproduce. There is competition for 

limited resources, or a struggle for existence. 

Individuals exhibit variation in their traits and some of these differences can be passed on 

to their offspring. 

Inherited traits that increase an organism’s ability to survive and reproduce are called 

adaptations. 

Differences among adaptations affect an individual’s fitness—the ability to survive and 

reproduce in a specific environment. 

Only the fittest organisms live to reproduce and pass on their adaptive traits to offspring. 

This is known as the survival of the fittest. 

From generation to generation, populations continue to evolve as they become better adapted, 

or as their environment changes. 

 

Common Descent Darwin argued that all species are descended, with modification, 

from common ancestors. Through descent with modification, all organisms—living and 

extinct— are linked on a single tree of life. 

 

Evolution by Natural Selection 

1. What does the phrase struggle for existence mean? 

  

  

2. Why is camouflage considered an adaptation? 

  

  

3. How does an animal’s level of fitness relate to its chances of survival and reproduction? 

  

  

 

 

 
 

255 



Name     Class      Date   
 

 

For Questions 4–6, write True if the statement is true. If the statement is false, change 

the underlined word or words to make the statement true. 

  4.  Natural selection acts on acquired traits. 

  5.  Any inherited characteristic that increases an organism’s chance of 

survival is considered an adaptation. 

  6.  Natural selection is the ability of an individual to survive and reproduce 

in its specific environment. 

7.  Below is a partially completed flowchart that models how natural selection drives 

evolution. The missing steps are listed below, out of order, and lettered A–D. Write the 

letter of the missing step in a blank box in the flowchart. 

A. Adaptations are passed on to the next generation. 

B. The accumulation of adaptations may lead to the evolution of a new species. 

C. These offspring have few or no offspring of their own. 

D. Some offspring inherit traits that increase fitness (adaptations). 
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Some offspring inherit traits that 
decrease fitness. 

Individuals in a population have many 
variations. 

Over time, adaptations accumulate in a 
population. 
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Common Descent 

For Questions 8–13, complete each statement by writing the correct word or words. 

8. Natural selection depends on the ability of organisms to  , which means to 

leave descendants. 

9. Every organism alive today   from ancestors who survived and 

reproduced. 

10. Over many generations, adaptation could cause successful species to   into 

new species. 

11. Common descent suggests that all species, living and extinct, are  . 

12. The principle that living species descend, with changes, from other species over time is 

referred to as  . 

13. The   provides physical evidence of descent with modification over long 

periods of time. 
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