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A model for natural selection – spaghetti worms
The purpose of this activity is:

· to investigate how predation by birds might change a population of prey organisms

· to try to develop a reliable experimental model and evaluate it

· to help you to understand how natural selection works

Procedure 

SAFETY: When you are working outside, take extra care not to slip or trip. Wash your hands thoroughly after collecting the spaghetti ‘worms’ as you may have come into contact with droppings from the predator birds or other animals.

Investigation

There are lots of different ways that you could set up this investigation. 

a    Make some notes about the decisions you have made about:

· where to carry out your investigation

· what colours and numbers of worms you are using

· how you will observe the birds

· how you will set out the worms 

· what information you are going to collect and how often

· how you will calculate the colours and numbers of worms to replace each time

· how you will present and analyse the results

b    Make some spaghetti ‘worms’ and get your investigation started.

c    Make a table for your results.

d    Record results for as long as you can.

e    Present your results as a graph or chart.

QUESTIONS
1 Do you think your investigation is reliable? Why?

2 We have described this investigation as a ‘model’ for natural selection. Why is it a ‘model’? What do the spaghetti ‘worms’ represent? In what ways is this investigation different from ‘real life’?

3 Look at your results. Describe what they show.

4 Explain in your own words what you think ‘natural selection’ means. 

5 How has your investigation helped you to understand natural selection?

ANSWERS
1 Hopefully students will think the investigation is reliable and be able to explain some of the steps they have taken to make sure it is. If they think it is not, they may simply be aware of the strengths and weaknesses of the model.
2 The investigation is a ‘model’ for natural selection because it mimics some of the features of the real-life situation, but is simpler and we can control features to investigate their effects. The ‘worms’ represent any organisms that the birds might eat, not just earthworms. It differs from real life in that the food is not the birds’ natural food, the ‘worms’ don’t really reproduce, we have chosen colours that are not quite like real life, we have controlled the feeding area and put out more food than might normally be found in that area etc. There are many differences.
3 The results will vary from group to group. They may show that certain colours of spaghetti ‘worm’ are taken by birds more readily than others and that if we replace the ‘worms’ according to the formula, then the characteristics of the ‘population’ will change.
4 This is a chance to see what your students are really thinking or how well they can express it. 
5 This is a chance for them to reflect on the process and take a step back in reflecting on their own learning. 
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