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Come on board our new aerotech spaceship and activate the Geochronometer 3.5 Time Machine for a trip across three and a half billion years—from the beginning of life to the present. You’ll have puzzles, games, and riddles to keep you busy as you travel from a world of simple cells, past dinosaurs and dragonflies, to the wonderful variety of creatures on Earth today.

Before you begin, enter your NAME into the Geochronometer computer. Enter our DESTINATION TIME in billions of years. Oh, and don’t forget to program TODAY’S DATE so you can return to the right time—plus or minus a few hours spent having fun with the story of life on Earth.
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Variety Is the Spice of Life

Have you ever wondered why there are so many kinds of living things on Earth? Why are there more than 7,000 species of reptiles, 8,000 types of grass, and 350,000 different beetles? Scientists have found and named one and a half million species of plants and animals, and think that there are still at least 30 million more waiting to be discovered.

So many species exist today because the Earth has such a large variety of habitats. A habitat is the type of environment in which plants and animals live. If habitats were the same everywhere, fewer kinds of plants and animals would probably exist. Creatures may face ice and snow each day, or sun and sand. Fish swim in fresh or salt water. Plants live in shady, moist valleys or on windy, open clifftops. Each species has special structures or ways of behaving that help it survive. These special features are called adaptations.

Let’s chart the diversity of a few categories of life. Count the number of times each symbol appears (cross out the symbols as you count). Write the totals under “#.” Each symbol represents 1,000 different species. Figure out how many species each type of organism has and color in the correct number of blocks on the graph.
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Today there are many different habitats on Earth, but it hasn’t always been so. Take, for example, the time when the first dinosaurs lived (about 225 million years ago). The climate throughout the world was hot and muggy, and the same kinds of plants and animals were found everywhere. Compared with today’s species count, there were many, many fewer kinds of plants and animals. Gradually, there were climate and geological changes as well as adaptations in the plants and animals themselves. These changes made it possible for the amazing number of species alive today.

Look carefully through this farmhouse window at the living things in the country scene. Decide which plants and animals are not in their correct habitats and circle them. Then color the picture.
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Evolution and Extinction

How do plants and animals adapt to different conditions? Adaptations arise through evolution, a long process of changes in a population of a specific plant or animal. An individual from that population may be born with a difference in some characteristic because of a new combination of traits passed on from its parents. Or it may have a new trait altogether that comes from a change, or mutation, in its genes, the basic chemical pattern of life. Occasionally the new behavior or body part helps the individual survive better than the other members of its species. If this individual passes the new trait on to its offspring, they may survive in greater numbers and pass it on to their offspring, and eventually a new species is formed.
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