
Beyond the Book

FOCUS  Book

Imagine that a new finch species has developed on one 
of the Galapagos Islands. It’s up to you to determine 
what it looks like, how it behaves, and what it eats. 
Sketch the new finch, paying special attention to the 
size, shape, and function of its beak. Share the sketch 
with your partners or classmates and get their feedback. 
Then redraw your sketch based on those comments. 
Consider these questions when designing your finch:

•  What features on this island does the finch  
need to adapt to?

•  Which other species of finch is your finch 
competing with?

•  Does your finch eat some type of food that  
other finches do not?

• How does it get its food? 

Use the library or Internet to learn more 
about the Galapagos Islands and the many 
unique organisms that live there. 

Darwin’s 
Finches 
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Charles Darwin and his book 

In 1831, a ship called the Beagle sailed from England  
to South America. Some people on board made maps  
of the continent’s coastlines. But a naturalist named 
Charles Darwin spent his time taking notes about the 
plants and animals he saw. He visited the Galapagos 
Islands during the trip. After the journey, he published 
his notes as a book called The Voyage of the Beagle. 

Years later, the ideas from his  
first book led Darwin to write  
a book called The Origin of  
Species. This book stated that  
species evolve—they change  
over time by passing down  
certain traits to offspring.

Setting Sail 

What can small differences in finch 
species teach us about adaptations?

FOCUS Question

Stability and Change

Darwin’s 
Finches 
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The Galapagos Islands are  
a group of islands, or an  
archipelago (ar-kih-PEH-luh-go).  
There are eighteen main islands  
and three small islands. The  
islands are 965 kilometers  
(600 mi.) off the coast of  
South America. The great  
distance from the mainland  
has caused island isolation. 

The habitats on the islands  
are different from the  
habitats on the mainland.  
When new species arrive  
on an island, they must find  
new food sources. They may face unknown predators.  
As a result, plants and animals can change quickly  
on isolated islands. For this reason, the Galapagos 
Islands are a great place to study evolution—how  
living organisms change over time.

Among the unique animals on the Galapagos Islands are 
finches, a type of bird. Fourteen finch species are found 
only on these islands. Seven of the species live in trees  
and mainly eat insects. One species lives in trees and  
eats seeds. Three live in cactuses and eat seeds or 
nectar. The final three species live on the ground 
and mainly eat seeds. The beaks of these finches are 
different sizes and shapes to match their food sources.

These birds are often called “Darwin’s Finches” because 
Darwin studied them. He used the ideas he developed 
from studying these birds to help explain his theory  
of evolution.

A Bunch of Beaks A Living Laboratory

The GalapaGos 
Islands

An aerial view of the 
Galapagos Islands

warbler finch 
Certhidea olivacea

cactus finch 
Geospiza scandens

vegetarian finch 
Platyspiza crassirostris

This finch catches 
flying insects with 
its thin beak.

This finch feeds on 
pollen and nectar 
from cactus flowers.

This finch has a beak 
like a parrot. It eats 
leaves, flowers, fruits, 
and buds.

Pacific 
Ocean

south 
AmericA

ecuador

Peru

chile

colombia
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How did all those different finches get on the Galapagos 
Islands? They actually started off as just one species!  
A few million years ago, a single type of finch reached 
one of the islands. That finch species is called the 
ancestral (an-SES-truhl) finch. It lived on the ground  
and ate seeds.

Ancestral finches quickly spread to all the other 
Galapagos Islands. On each new island, the birds had 
to compete for different types of food. Those finches 
whose beak shape and size helped them find and eat 
food were able to survive and reproduce. This process  
is called natural selection.

Over millions of years, the ancestral finch species 
became fourteen different species of finch.

Many of the islands’ finch 
species mainly eat seeds.  
But seeds come in different 
sizes and shapes, and 
they’re found in different 
places. The small ground 
finch has a small beak 
suited to eating tiny seeds. 
It forages on the ground for 
the seeds of plants such as 
the Galapagos carpetweed. 

A different finch eats larger 
and harder seeds. The 
large ground finch has an 
enormous beak. Snapping 
open the woody seeds of 
plants, like the puncture 
vine, is a cinch for this finch! 

A third bird, the cactus 
finch, eats seeds from 
cactus fruit. It uses its 
longer, more pointed  
beak to carefully pull  
seeds out of the fruit. 

Seeking SeedsThe First Finch 

This grassquit may  
be the ancestor of  
all Darwin’s finches. 
It still lives in South 
America today.

small ground finch  
Geospiza fuliginosa

large ground finch  
Geospiza magnirostris

dull-color grassquit  
Tiaris obscurus

large cactus finch  
Geospiza canirostris
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Instead of seeds, some  
other finch species on  
the Galapagos Islands  
eat insects. The small  
tree finch flits among  
tree branches. It plucks 
caterpillars and adult  
insects from the surface  
of leaves and bark with  
its small, grasping beak. 

In contrast, the large tree 
finch has a stronger beak.  
It bites right through the 
bark of twigs. There it finds  
other insect species and  
the juicy larvae of beetles.

The mangrove finch is  
endangered. It lives  
only on Isabela, the  
largest of the Galapagos 
Islands. This species has  
a powerful beak that it  
uses to burrow under tree 
bark and snatch insects.

Special Adaptations Insect Eaters 
Some finch species have unusual ways to get food.  
The woodpecker finch shapes twigs or cactus spines  
into handy tools. It uses the tools to stab and pull  
insects and spiders from tree holes and cracks. 

The sharp-beaked ground finch lives on Wolf and Darwin 
Islands. This finch usually eats seeds and insects. But 
during the dry season, it gets food from a most unlikely 
source. It lands on the backs of larger birds, such as 
blue-footed boobies, and pecks at their feather shafts 
until they bleed. Then the finch drinks the blood! That’s 
why this finch species is nicknamed the “vampire finch.”

small tree finch  
Camarhynchus parvulus

large tree finch  
Camarhynchus heliobates

mangrove finch  
Camarhynchus heliobates

This finch uses a stick to catch 
insects that are in a branch.

This finch pecks at the back  
of larger birds to get blood.

woodpecker finch  
Camarhynchus pallidus

sharp-beaked ground finch  
Geospiza difficillis
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Scientists are still studying finches in the Galapagos. 
Researchers Peter and Rosemary Grant have studied 
these finches for over forty years. In 1982, they  
noticed that some large ground finches from Santa  
Cruz Island had moved to Daphne Island. 

Once there, the large finches continued to eat big,  
tough seeds. But those seeds were the main food  
of the medium ground finches that already lived on 
Daphne. The large finches were able to crack and eat  
the seeds faster than the medium ground finches. 

In response, the medium ground finches started  
eating smaller seeds. Over just a few generations,  
the medium ground finches developed smaller  
beaks better suited  
to eating the smaller 
seeds. 

When a species is 
under pressure to 
survive, it’s clear  
that evolution can 
happen in a hurry.

Write your answers on separate paper. Use details from 
the text as evidence. 

1  What is an archipelago?

2  Look at the maps on page 3. If the first finch to  
arrive on the Galapagos Islands came from the 
continent of South America, which country did  
it likely come from? Explain your reasoning.

3  How did island isolation lead to the development  
of fourteen finch species on the Galapagos Islands? 

4  What does the woodpecker finch sometimes use  
as a tool for getting food?

5  Explain why a medium ground finch can eat larger 
seeds than a small ground finch can.

Speedy Evolution 

What can small differences in finch species  
teach us about adaptations? Choose two kinds  
of Darwin’s finches in this book. Compare  
the physical and behavioral traits each  
finch uses to get different types of food.

FOCUS Question

medium ground finch  
Geospiza fortis


