
time that we have incorporated cladistics into the cur-
riculum. In the fall term, I introduced cladistics with a
traditional lecture on its methods and theoretical basis.
In the spring term, I used the Great Clade Race exercise
to introduce the concepts, and began using the more
technical terminology in the discussion at the end of
the activity.

As a way to help tie course concepts together, stu-
dents in this class compose daily reflective writings. In
the fall term, students’ reflective writings concentrated
primarily on questions about definitions and methodol-
ogy. In the spring term, however, the questions that
most students asked themselves had more to do with
applications and reflected an honest curiosity about
what cladistics can do. For example:

Looking at the history of a [clade] could tell us more
about the animals than just grouping them by charac-
teristics … like why do they have those characteristics.

One student, who noted that he didn’t know how
long to draw the different paths in his map, included in
his reflection:

Did they ever have big evolutionary changes? 
Or have they changed very little over time, and if 
so why?

The students’ improved understanding of cladistics
was also reflected in their exam performance. In the fall
term, we gave students an exam question asking them
to read a cladogram and interpret what it said about
common ancestries. Only about half of the students in
the class were able to answer the question correctly. In
the spring term, we gave students a midterm question
not only requiring them to read a cladogram, but also
asking them to evaluate alternative methods of classifi-
cation and decide whether or not cladistics was an
appropriate tool to use for various systems. Nearly all of
the students were able to answer the question correctly.

Regardless of the type of class in which this exercise
is used, student response has been positive. Perhaps
one of the most important things that this exercise illus-
trates is that cladistics makes sense. In fact, when given
the right way to approach a problem, the basic model of
cladistics (grouping by shared, accumulated history) is
something that students can derive by themselves.
Finally, and perhaps equally important, since this exer-
cise is framed as a puzzle, it takes a concept that is tra-

ditionally approached through rote
memorization and adds an element
of fun. A little bit of fun, particularly
in a required course for nonmajors,
can make a world of difference.
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Figure 3. The ninth card and its resulting map. Incorporating this
card into the exercise requires students to infer the action of homo-
plasy.The only way they can complete this portion of the exercise is
to realize that the square stamp has  “evolved” twice.
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