
3rd Grade Science - Unit 4 

Unit Title: What Explains Similarities and Differences Between Organisms?  Duration: April - June (18 sessions) 

Stage 1: Desired Results 

Established Goals: 
3-LS1-1 Develop models to describe that organisms have unique and diverse life cycles but all have in common birth, growth, reproduction, and death. 
(Clarification Statement: Changes organisms go through during their life form a pattern.) 
3-LS3-1 Analyze and interpret data to provide evidence that plants and animals have traits inherited from parents and that variation of these traits exists 
in a group of similar organisms. (Clarification Statement: Patterns are the similarities and differences in traits shared between offspring and their parents, or among 
siblings. Emphasis on organisms other than humans.) 
3-LS3-2 Use evidence to support the explanation that traits can be influenced by the environment. (Clarification Statement: Examples of the environment 
affecting a trait could include normally tall plants grown with insufficient water are stunted; and, a pet dog that is given too much food and little exercise may become 
overweight.) 
3-LS4-2 Use evidence to construct an explanation for how the variations in characteristics among individuals of the same species may provide 
advantages in surviving, finding mates, and reproducing. (Clarification Statement: Examples of cause and effect relationships could be plants that have larger 
thorns than other plants may be less likely to be eaten by predators; and, animals that have better camouflage coloration than other animals may be more likely to 
survive and therefore more likely to leave offspring.) 
3-ESS2-2 Obtain and combine information to describe climates in different regions of the world.  
 

Science and Engineering Practices 
 

Developing and Using Models 
● Develop models to describe phenomena. 

(3-LS1-1) 
Analyzing and Interpreting Data 

● Analyze and interpret data to make sense of 
phenomena using logical reasoning. (3-LS3-1) 

Constructing Explanations and Designing Solutions 
● Use evidence (e.g., observations, patterns) to 

support an explanation (3-LS3-2) 
● Use evidence (e.g., observations, patterns) to 

construct an explanation. (3-LS4-2) 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Scientific Knowledge is Based on Empirical Evidence 

● Science findings are based on recognizing 
patterns. (3-LS1-1) 

 
 

Disciplinary Core Ideas 
 

LS1.B: Growth and Development of Organisms 
● Reproduction is essential to the continued 

existence of every kind of organism. Plants and 
animals have unique and diverse life cycles. 
(3-LS1-1) 

LS3.A: Inheritance of Traits 
● Many characteristics of organisms are inherited 

from their parents. (3-LS3-1) 
● Other characteristics result from individuals’ 

interactions with the environment, which can 
range from diet to learning. Many characteristics 
involve both inheritance and environment. 
(3-LS3-2) 

LS3.B: Variation of Traits 
● Different organisms vary in how they look and 

function because they have different inherited 
information. (3-LS3-1) 

Cross Cutting Concepts 
 
Patterns 

● Similarities and differences in patterns can be 
used to sort and classify natural phenomena. 
(3-LS3-1) 

● Patterns of change can be used to make 
predictions. (3-LS1-1) 

Cause and Effect 
● Cause and effect relationships are routinely 

identified and used to explain change. (3-LS3-2), 
(3-LS4-2) 

 
 



 
 

● The environment also affects the traits that an 
organism develops. (3-LS3-2) 

LS4.B: Natural Selection 
● Sometimes the differences in characteristics 

between individuals of the same species provide 
advantages in surviving, finding mates, and 
reproducing. (3-LS4-2) 
 

  

Transfer 

Transfer Goal: Students will independently use their learning to compare and contrast features of living organisms by acknowledging common origins, environmental 
effects, and evolutionary differences. 

Meaning 

Enduring Understandings:  
Students will understand: 

● Environment and parents both impact the development of an organism.  
● All living organisms go through a series of stages as part of a larger life 

cycle.  
● Having different traits contributes to the survival and reproduction of 

organisms.  
 

Essential Questions: 
● What factors contribute to the development of an organism’s traits? 
● How do organisms change throughout their lives? 
● How could having different traits be an advantage? 

 

Acquisition of Knowledge & Skills 

Students will know: 
● Plants and animals have unique and diverse life cycles. 
● Reproduction is essential to the continued existence of every kind of 

organism.  
● Individuals can vary in a number of traits; for example, stem color, stem 

shape, and leaf color.  
● Some traits are inherited traits that are passed down by parents. 
● Other traits are developed by an organism’s environment (Ex. Variables 

may include the angle of light or amount of water). 
● Traits can vary within a species and across species. 

Students will be able to: 
● Analyze data to reveal patterns of similarities and differences between 

individuals, as well as interpret data to look for common patterns in the 
life cycle of diverse animals.  

● Ask questions about environmental factors that could affect the traits of 
plants. 

● Conduct investigations to compare the traits of plants with the traits of 
their parents.  

● Obtain and evaluate information from multiple sources on the occurrence 
of unique traits, environmental factors on plant growth, life cycles, and 



● Plants have similar life cycles: seed → seed germination → plant growth 
→ reproduction → makes seeds of its own. 

● Differences in characteristics between individuals of the same species 
provide advantages in surviving, finding mates, and reproducing. (Ex. 
camouflage, flower color, and flower smell). 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Key terms: trait, variation, generation, inherited, mate, offspring, pedigree, claim, 
evidence, explanation, pollen, pollination, fair test, fertilizer, testable, variable, 
moderate, range, germinate, birth, egg, reproduction, life cycle, pollinator, 
camouflage, algae, pigment 

flower traits on pollination success. 
● Interpret climate data to determine the precipitation and temperature 

patterns of various climate zones. 

Stage 2: Acceptable Evidence 

Students will show their learning by: 
Assessment 1 - Written Assessment (Summative Assessment) 
Use individual written responses from Lesson 14 Notebook Sheet A and corresponding grading rubric to assess student learning of unit content. 
 
Assessment 2 - STEM Notebook (Formative Assessment) 
Use student’s STEM notebook to check for unit understanding and facilitate 1:1 discussion to assess student learning of unit content.  
 
Assessment 3 - Guppy Mystery: Parts 1 and 2 (Performance Task) 
Use students’ questions, investigations, and predictions based on collected data to assess student learning of unit content.  
 
Rubric for Daily Observation/Assessment 

Stage 3: Learning Plan 

See Smithsonian Science module What Explains Similarities and Differences Between Organisms? for a series of pre-assessments, learning events, skill 
development and progress monitoring of this unit. 
 

 
 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1AsBPTknS_-zWMponZ-irIaEBGvwcPFlhP_jn6jKBgko/edit?usp=sharing

