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What is adaptation and what to teach about it?

KOSTAS KAMPOURAKIS 
Geitonas School, P.O. Box 74128, Vari Attikis, Greece

Adaptation is one of the most important concepts in evolutionary theory. It is also one of the most difficult to teach about effectively. One reason for this is that this concept has been given different definitions. Hence, some scholars (philosophers mostly) have provided historical definitions of adaptation, considering it as a trait that is the outcome of natural selection. On the other hand other scholars (biologists mostly) have provided non-historical definitions, considering adaptation as a trait that contributes to higher fitness. Consequently, two questions emerge; the first is a philosophical one and focuses on what adaptation actually is; the second is a pedagogical one and focuses on what should science teachers and educators teach about it. In this paper the various definitions of adaptations are discussed and their different uses are explained. It is suggested that given students’ preconceptions about evolution, the historical definition of adaptation is necessary in order to help them overcome their intuitions about purpose and design in nature. The paper concludes that a combination of both the historical and the non-historical definitions of adaptation could provide a useful pedagogical tool to teach effectively about this very important concept.
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