“Variation fuels the process of evolution. No two individuals of any species are exactly alike. Even if they look similar, differences in their genes distinguish one from the other. While subtle, those differences may allow some to live longer and produce more offspring than others. That process—called natural selection—drives evolution>” California Academy of Sciences exhibit text

Background

Genetic variation: genetic diversity in a population of species as a result of new gene combinations from crossing over of chromosomes, genetic mutations, genetic drift, etc. (i.e. any difference between individuals of the same species that is due to genetic makeup)
Variation is a fundamental prerequisite in order for evolution to occur. These natural variations within a single species arise because each individual has a different combination of alleles, one from their mother and one from their father. This is one source of natural variation because different combinations of alleles produce different genotypes and phenotypes in individuals. In addition to genetic variation resulting from inheriting /disinheriting different sets of alleles, other causes of genetic variation include the movement of genes from one population to another (gene flow), crossing over during prophase I, and changes in the DNA (mutations), which are constantly arising within natural populations.
Procedure

The cowry shells you will work with, are shells of a single species of cowry, class Mollusk, family Gastropoda.  Please be very careful when handling these shells as they will break if dropped.

1. View and select one cowry shell and bring it back to your lab table.

2. Observe your cowry shell and draw it in your notebook. Remember to include lots of quantitative and qualitative observations. Add any descriptive notes that will add in identifying your shell.
3. Look at all the cowry shells in your lab group. Describe the differences that you are able to see between the cowry shells.
4. Compare with another group. Mix you cowry shells with your group’s cowry shells. Are you able to pick out your group’s shells by observing the differences? How can you be certain?
Analysis/Questions

1.What type of variations did you see in the shells?

2. How does this variation arise?

3. Why is variation important in populations?

4. Can we see all genetic variation?

5. Were we looking at the shells’ genotype or phenotype?

