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Charles Darwin is a famous scientist and is known for his work surrounding evolution and natural selection. Although his first paper ‘The Theory of 
Evolution’ was joint written with Alfred Russel Wallace, Darwin is considered to be the first to write on the subject due to his paper on ‘The Origin of 
Species’, written a year later. From this work we have been able to research and discover more and more about different animals and species.

From studying different animals, we have discovered many things, including 
their preferred habitats and the countries they are found in, muscular 
formation, and interesting differences between features that most animals 

have. For example, elephants have 150,000 muscles in their trunk alone, in 
comparison to humans who have just 600 across their whole body. Different 

animals see things differently and their pupils are shaped to benefit this. Cats and other 
animals that are exposed to different levels of light, e.g. if they are nocturnal, have slit 
pupils to allow the iris to contract and expand more dramatically. Lizards have ‘pinhole’ 
pupils which when it fully contract it leaves several tiny gaps which creates multiple 
images, but only the perfect distance image will be displayed. Predators, including 
humans have round pupils which are better suited for depth perception especially when 
eyes are on the front of the head. Finally, sheep have horizontal pupils so they can see 
across the horizon. As they duck their heads to graze their eyes rotate in the sockets so 
that their pupil remains horizontal to the ground, this creates wide field vision.

Some creatures, however, were discovered but not researched for a long time after. The Galapagos Giant Tortoise was discovered in 1535, but was not named 
as such until 299 years later. The reason that the giant tortoise wasn’t properly classified by scientists for so long appears to be quite simple: they were so 
delicious that no specimens ever made it back to Europe without being eaten on the voyage. Giant tortoises were invaluable to sailors, as they could be kept 
alive for at least six months without food or water. Stacked helplessly on their backs, they could be killed and eaten as and when necessary. Better still, they 
sucked up gallons of water at a time and kept it in a special bladder, meaning that a carefully butchered tortoise was also a fountain of cool, perfectly drinkable 
water. Large-scale commercial whaling in the 19th century was only made possible because the giant tortoises enabled ships to stay at sea for weeks at a 
time. Only 10, of the original 15, species of giant tortoise survive today. They were first discovered on the Galapagos islands in 1535 but they were not fully 
classified until 1834 when they were named Testudo nigrita (“black tortoise“). Tortoise numbers declined from over 250,000 in the 16th century to a low of 
around 3,000 in the 1970s. They are now back to over 19,000 due to conservation. 

We have even been able to discover more about 
microscopic creatures, such as the ‘tardigrade’, 
also know as water bears. They are just 0.5 
– 1.2mm in length. Tardigrades can cope with 
extreme high and low temperatures that would kill 
other organisms. Some species can survive exposure to 
-200C or up to 150C. In 2007, dehydrated tardigrades were 
taken up into orbit and exposed to the vacuum and radiation 
of space for 10 days. On return to Earth, over two-thirds 
of them were successfully revived. Many died relatively 
soon after but were still able to reproduce beforehand. Of 
course, this does not mean tardigrades are aliens, however 
tardigrades are among the few animals to have lived through 
all of our planet’s big five extinction events.

Different types of animals are often part of the same 
family, for example, llamas, alpacas, vicuna and 
guanaco are all members of the ‘camelidae’ family.

For any STEM based career, it is important to think about your GCSE 
subjects, Maths and Science are very important if you want to go into 
engineering. However, design and technology and IT are also useful for a 
number of STEM jobs.

Other careers, such as animals nutritionists, involve STEM, as they 
research the best ingredients for different animals so that they have the 
highest value of nutrition. This research is then passed to the companies 
which make the food. Some food is even developed for one specific 
customers animal. 

Careers in STEM are widely involved in nature, animals and conservation, 
alongside computer science, climate analysis, farming and many more. 
Engineers have developed processes involving ‘bio-mimicry’, which 
involves replicating natural methods, such as: Velcro which was invented 
by Swiss engineer George de Mestral, who noticed that a certain plant’s 
seeds stuck to his dogs fur in a hook-and-loop fashion; Self cleaning paint 
which uses the principle of the lotus flower, which has a ‘hydrophobic’ 
structure, repelling dirt that is collected when rainwater rolls down the 
leaf; and The Shark Suit which is a wetsuit designed for swimmers which 
replicates sharkskin, and allows a user to cut through the water with much 
less drag. 

Many other animals are now extinct or are considered as endangered, 
meaning they are at very high risk of extinction in the wild. In January 2020 
the IUCN recorded 6413 species as critically endangered, this included 
tigers, Asian elephants and western gorillas, however this number is ever 
increasing. Extinction can be a natural process, due to loss of genetic 
variation, or loss of habitat, however habitat destruction can also be caused 
by human intervention, along side hunting.

You have probably heard of the different categories of animals based on the food they eat: Carnivores 
– meat eaters, Herbivores– plant eaters, and Omnivores – which eat both. Detritivores, however, are 
animals that feed on dead plants and animals, such as dung beetles, earthworms and vultures.


