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Lesson Plan For “Catch a Mimic: Natural Selection” 

By Dr. Bailey House and Dr. Mina Johnson-Glenberg 

www.Embodied-Games.com 

Length of Game:  8 Minutes. (If all six levels are played.) 

Grade Levels:  Grades 4th through 10th. (Or, up to lifelong learners.) 

NGSS Standards – See Appendix at end.  

Rationale/Aim:  
Students will actively engage in learning how certain species evolve over many generations and appear to 
“mimic”, or copy, others. The game stresses that it takes many generations, a long time, for mimicry to 
occur, and that this happens through natural selection. It is important for students to understand that an 
organism does not intend to change, alter a biological trait, such as its physical appearance.  
 
Structure of Game: 
There are six levels total, they are in two sets of 3. The first 3 levels contain orange and yellow butterflies; 
the second set (levels 4, 5 and 6) contains blue and white butterflies with spots. The second set is more 
difficult to play. At the end of level 2 and level 5, there are interactive bar charts for the students to 
digitally fill in. 
 
Minimally, students should play to the end of level 3. The second, harder set reaffirms what they learned 
in the first set, or gives them a chance to learn the concepts, if they did not on the first set.  
 
Data of Score Saving: 
There is no “data saving” after a player exits. You may ask a student to take a screen shot of the final 
score page at end of level 3 or 6, if you wish to see it. 
 
VR Mode: 
If playing in VR mode remind students to PULL THE TRIGGER to extend the net. 
 
Overview: 
1. Individuals do not evolve, BUT species evolve over generations, this takes time to occur. 
2. Over many generations, animals from a particular species may look different from their ancestors, 
and they are better able to survive. 
3. The selection of traits  occurs “naturally” because animals cannot change their physical traits, just 
because they want to, or even because they need to.  
4. Change happens because some animals’ appearances, or traits, make them better able to survive 
in a particular environment and to produce more children, or offspring.  
5. For example, mimics, which are non-poisonous butterflies that have the appearance of poisonous 
species, are better able to survive because they are less likely to attract predators. 
6. In the next generation of a species, there will be more offspring of parents with the successful 
traits that helped them survive. 
7. This also means there will be fewer children, or offspring, of parents with the less successful traits. 
8. Evolution happens over several generations, as each set of ancestors pass their genes to the next 
generation. 

 

http://www.embodied-games.com/
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Objectives: 
1. Understand that there is variability in the traits (appearances) of individual animals within a 
species (within-species variation). 
2. Understand how variability in traits affects the ability of individual animals to survive and 
reproduce. 
3. Understand how within-species variation makes it possible for a species to evolve via natural 
selection, that is, traits exhibited in a population change over successive generations. 
4.  A population is the number of organisms of the same species that live in a particular geographic 
area at the same time, with the capability of interbreeding. (Note: This is not specifically defined in game) 
5. Via play, figure out how natural selection can bring about wing pattern changes in successive 
generations of particular species of butterflies. 
6. Be able to articulate why the butterflies become harder to catch with each level. 
7. Understand that each level of play represents changes over many generations. 
8. Interact with a bar chart to make predictions about ongoing species survivability (serves as 
developmentally appropriate introduction to population dynamics). 
 
Background:   Natural selection is the differential survival and reproduction of individuals due to 
differences in traits. All populations of animals show variability in the traits that individual organisms 
express, and this includes humans (e.g., height, hair color, ability to process lactose in adulthood). This is 
partly due to random mutations in the genome of an individual organism. Children, or offspring, can 
inherit such mutations, and throughout their lives these changes can interact with their environments to 
cause variations in the traits that they express, or show.  

When individuals with certain variants of a trait survive and reproduce more than individuals with less 
successful traits, then the frequencies with which the successful heritable traits appear will change over 
generations. In this way, a population of many individuals evolves and changes over time. The more 
successful traits are seen more often. 

Natural selection acts on the phenotype, or the observable characteristics or traits of an organism, but it 
is the genetic (heritable) part of any phenotype that gives a reproductive advantage to an organism. An 
important concept in natural selection is that there is no intentional choice. In artificial selection, certain 
traits are purposefully and intentionally bred for; organisms may be selectively mated to select for those 
traits.  
 
Features of mimicry give individual animals a reproductive advantage (e.g., by allowing them to avoid 
predation or being eaten). This enables the animals that survive to leave more offspring (children), on 
average, than other members of the same species which were not as successful. In this game, success is 
defined by how well the surviving non-poisonous butterflies resemble the poisonous butterflies. Those 
children of the successful butterflies have a greater chance of passing on the more successful wing 
patterns to their offspring.  
 
Concepts/ Vocabulary (Optionally – use these terms to create a pretest and/or posttest): 
1. Species 
2. Traits 
3. Environment 
4. Offspring  
5. Generation 
6. Phenotype (Not defined in game) 
7. Intention 
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Potential Lesson Structure: 
1. Group lecture: Introduction of concepts and vocabulary. 
 
2. Gameplay: Students play Catch A Mimic on a platform of the teacher’s choice. It is designed for 
individual play, though others can certainly watch. 
 
3. Worksheet/Test (optional): Students can complete a vocabulary worksheet and answer open-
ended questions, e.g., What is mimicry? Does it happen in 
one generation? Why are the non-poisonous harder to 
spot over time?  
 
4. ‘What I learned’  Post-Game Discussion: Return as 
a whole group, or in small groups, to discuss the answers 
to the worksheet and the takeaway from the gameplay. 
Be sure and go over the interactive bar chart and why 
students made certain decisions. Figure 1 shows the bar 
chart, which appears at the end of levels 2 and 5. The 
students get three chances before the game animates the 
correct answer.  
 
 
Main lesson- Level = 4th/5th grade: 
 
a. SPECIES  
Ask students to call out some different kinds of animals. 
Different kinds of animals are different SPECIES. 
A  SPECIES is a group of animals that are very similar, and these animals reproduce to have OFFSPRING. 
 
b. OFFSPRING 
OFFSPRING are the babies that make a new generation of animals that are of the same SPECIES as their 
parents. (For younger children continue with the following) 
 
Are butterflies the same kind of animal as X or Y? [No] 
Do butterfly parents have butterfly OFFSPRING? [Yes] 
Do butterfly parents have X or Y OFFSPRING? [No] 
But...there are also different kinds of butterflies. 
Can you name some? What are some colors you have seen? 
 
(Show pictures.) Monarchs and Blue Morphos are different SPECIES of butterfly. Each of these butterflies 
has OFFSPRING that look like them, and not like these other kinds of butterflies. 
 
c.  TRAIT 
How are some butterfly SPECIES different? (Show pictures) 
Have students list the ways in which the species differ: size, shape, color, placement of spots and 
splotches. 
Each of these is a TRAIT.  A TRAIT is something like a characteristic that all animals in a SPECIES have, and 
TRAITS are often different between SPECIES. 

Figure 1 Interactive Bar Chart - Intro to Population Dynamics 
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TRAITS are important because they help animals to survive. Remember that OFFSPRING look like their 
parents. 
 
That is because OFFSPRING have traits like their parents.  For example, tall children often have tall 
parents, too. Traits are observable characteristics.  
 
d. ENVIRONMENT 
The ENVIRONMENT is the place in which animals from a species live.  
The ENVIRONMENT is the geography, the weather, the plants around them, and the other animals that 
may try to eat them, or be eaten by them.  
 
e. FITNESS 
The FITNESS of an animal is defined by how good it is at surviving in its ENVIRONMENT. 
TRAITS should help an animal to survive in its ENVIRONMENT. 
Better TRAITS make an animal more ‘FIT’ for its ENVIRONMENT.  
So, with better TRAITS an animal has better FITNESS. 
 
Does a fish survive well in a river? [YES] 
But, would a fish survive well in the desert? [NO] 
Does a mountain goat survive well in the mountains? [YES] 
But, would a mountain goat survive well in the ocean? [NO] 
 
What are some other animals that wouldn’t survive well in a different ENVIRONMENT? Your turn to make 
up some weird ones!  
 
f.  VARIABILITY 
OFFSPRING have the same TRAITS as other animals of their SPECIES, but their traits are always a little bit 
different, too. 
 
Babies usually look more like their parents than other people. But, babies always are also a little bit 
different from their parents. 
 
VARIABILITY means that different animals have TRAITS that are always a little bit different from other 
animals from their same SPECIES. 
 
Zebra Example.  
What SPECIES are these animals? [Zebras- show picture, attached]  
 
They all look similar, don’t they? That is because they all have similar TRAITS because they are from the 
same SPECIES. 
 
But if you look carefully, they all look a little bit different, too. 
Look at the black and white stripes on the back of their legs, on their haunches. The stripes do not look 
exactly the same, do they? 
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It is the same with humans, some are taller, and some are shorter. 
We’re all people, and we have the same traits, but we’re all a little bit different, too.  
 
It is the same with the butterflies you will see. Animals of the same SPECIES have the same traits,  
But their TRAITS are also always a little bit different, and this is called VARIABILITY. 
 
Sometimes, two animals of the same SPECIES will have versions of a TRAIT, but one animal’s version will 
have better FITNESS than the other animal’s version. 
This can allow them to be more successful and survive to have children. 
 
For example, two Zebras may both have stripes, but one animal’s stripes may have a pattern that is a 
more successful TRAIT than the other animal’s stripes, given the environment. 
Why do you think Zebras have stripes in the first place? 1 
 
g.  Intentionality 
 
The Catch A Mimic game stresses that many generations must pass before a noticeable change in the 
populations’ patterns can be detected.  
 
During the post-play group discussion be sure and highlight that the butterflies have no INTENTIONALITY. 
They do not “intend to change”. They do not look around and say to themselves, “Hmm, it seems the ones 
with black stripes are living longer”, and then decide to give themselves black stripes. 
  

                                                         
1.Answer - The stripes may cause optical illusions that make it harder to make sense of which directions the animals are 

moving. In addition, this optical illusion may help the Zebras avoid insects that bite them and carry disease. 

(i) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zebra#Stripes 

(ii) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barberpole_illusion 

(iii) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wagon-wheel_effect 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zebra#Stripes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barberpole_illusion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wagon-wheel_effect
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A change in phenotype (the typical way a species looks) takes time, and many generations of offspring, for 
the mimicking pattern to emerge. This occurs because of the variability in the surviving population and 
rates of reproduction.  
 
Insect species are a great way to understand the evolutionary mechanism of natural selection, because 
generations come and go much faster than in the human population. 
 
End Lesson Section 

 
 
Acknowledgments: 
Made with a variety of funds, primarily NSF AISL grant #1423655.  

Special thanks to James Comstock and Tyler Agte. 

The game was inspired by the movie Amazon Adventure by SK Films see    

http://amazonadventurefilm.com/ 

for more information on the film, and on the life of Walter Bates. 

 
  

http://amazonadventurefilm.com/
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Appendix: National Next Generation Science Standards - NGSS 

These are Middle and High School for  

Evolution, Natural Selection and Adaptations. 

http://www.nextgenscience.org/topic-arrangement/hsnatural-selection-and-evolution 

This topic falls under Life Sciences (LS). MS stands for Middle School. There are several cross-cutting ideas as well 

embedded like cause and effect. 

 

Connections to other DCIs in this grade-band: 
HS.LS2.A (HS-LS4-2),(HS-LS4-3),(HS-LS4-4),(HS-LS4-5); HS.LS2.D (HS-LS4-2),(HS-LS4-3),(HS-LS4-4),(HS-LS4-5); HS.LS3.A (HS-LS4-
1); HS.LS3.B (HS-LS4-1),(HS-LS4-2),(HS-LS4-3),(HS-LS4-5); HS.ESS1.C (HS-LS4-1); HS.ESS2.E (HS-LS4-2),(HS-LS4-5); HS.ESS3.A (HS-LS4-2),(HS-
LS4-5); HS.ESS3.C 

Articulation of DCIs across grade-bands: 
MS.LS2.A (HS-LS4-2),(HS-LS4-3),(HS-LS4-5); MS.LS2.C (HS-LS4-5); LS3.A (HS-LS4-1); LS3.B (HS-LS4-1),(HS-LS4-2),(HS-LS4-3); MS.LS4.A (HS-LS4-
1); MS.LS4.B(HS-LS4-2),(HS-LS4-3),(HS-LS4-4); MS.LS4.C (HS-LS4-2),(HS-LS4-3),(HS-LS4-4),(HS-LS4-5); MS.ESS1.C (HS-LS4-1); HS.ESS3.C (HS-
LS4-5) 

 

The game directly addresses   

# 2 Anatomical similarities  

#4 Genetic variations and survival   

#6. Some aspects of proportional reasoning (so math teachers may like this as well) 

 

 

http://www.nextgenscience.org/topic-arrangement/hsnatural-selection-and-evolution
https://www.nextgenscience.org/hsls2-ecosystems-interactions-energy-dynamics
https://www.nextgenscience.org/hsls2-ecosystems-interactions-energy-dynamics
https://www.nextgenscience.org/hsls3-heredity-inheritance-variation-traits
https://www.nextgenscience.org/hsls3-heredity-inheritance-variation-traits
https://www.nextgenscience.org/hsess1-earth-place-universe
https://www.nextgenscience.org/hsess2-earth-systems
https://www.nextgenscience.org/hsess3-earth-human-activity
https://www.nextgenscience.org/hsess3-earth-human-activity
https://www.nextgenscience.org/msls2-ecosystems-interactions-energy-dynamics
https://www.nextgenscience.org/msls2-ecosystems-interactions-energy-dynamics
https://www.nextgenscience.org/msls3-heredity-inheritance-variation-traits
https://www.nextgenscience.org/msls3-heredity-inheritance-variation-traits
https://www.nextgenscience.org/msls4-biological-evolution-unity-diversity
https://www.nextgenscience.org/msls4-biological-evolution-unity-diversity
https://www.nextgenscience.org/msls4-biological-evolution-unity-diversity
https://www.nextgenscience.org/msess1-earth-place-universe
https://www.nextgenscience.org/msess3-earth-human-activity
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The High School standards are below: 

 

# 2 – variation due to sexual reproduction, competition and proliferation of the fittest 

#3 - Shifts in distributions 

#5 - Ability to evaluate and in the role of predator be able to change the environment over time so that one species 

becomes extinct (the members of the butterfly family that fail to morph and mimic the poisonous butterflies fail to 

reproduce over time). 

Also stated as: 

B1.  Inquiry, reflection, and social implications 

B1.1 Scientific inquiry 
B3.  Interdependence of living systems and the environment 
 B3.4 Changes in ecosystems 
 B3.5x Environmental factors 
B4.  Genetics 
 L4.P2 Heredity and environment 
 B4.4x Genetic variation 
B5.  Evolution and biodiversity 
 B5.3 Natural selection 


