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Zoos & aquariums are great places for evolutionary trees! 

The species housed in zoos and aquariums are connected 

through a branching pattern of common descent with roots that 

extend deep into Earth’s history. Since zoos and aquariums 

allow visitors to appreciate life’s diversity firsthand, they are 

uniquely positioned to engage visitors in learning about 

evolutionary relatedness and the great Tree of Life.  

 

Evolutionary trees can be tricky 

Recent research shows, however, 

that evolutionary trees are often 

misunderstood by the public, and 

the wide variety of tree styles 

encountered through textbooks, 

popular media, and museums 

exacerbates these challenges.  A 

new set of tools from the award-

winning Understanding Evolution 

website is here to help!  

 

 

 

 

 

External evaluation 
What exhibit designers say: In a two-hour online focus group, seven 

exhibition designers and science educators from museums and zoos told us 

that they: 

 appreciated the quality, depth, trustworthiness, and organization of the 

information;  

 learned about research on common tree misinterpretations and 

recommendations for tree design; 

 are more confident and willing use trees in their institution; and 

 identified exhibits at their institutions that could benefit from a new or 

revised evolutionary tree.  

 

What teachers say: In a survey of 42 teachers from grade 4 to college, 

teachers: 

 valued the site highly for the quality and clarity of information; 

 showed statistically significant gains in comprehension after using the 

site; 

 felt significantly more knowledgeable about trees and more confident in 

their ability to use trees to teach about evolutionary relationships; and 

 anticipated the site would enable other teachers to help students 

accurately interpret trees. 

Primer — Learn the basics about understanding 

evolutionary trees.  

Misinterpretations and intuitive ideas — Find out how 

evolutionary trees are commonly misinterpreted. 

Field guide to trees — Confused by a tree from a textbook 

or the Web? Use our interactive guide. 

How to build a tree — Learn about the methods used to 

reconstruct evolutionary history. 

Trees matter — Discover the many practical applications of 

evolutionary trees. 

For teachers — Get tips for incorporating trees into your 

classroom and browse lessons for teaching about trees. 

The Field Guide categorizes the wide variety of tree forms, provides tips for 

interpretation, and points out which forms are ambiguous or lead to misinterpretations.  

Research indicates that some evolutionary 

tree forms are easier to understand by public 

audiences and students (e.g., MacDonald 

and Wiley, 2012; Novick et al. 2014). The 

“diagonal” tree preferred for many published 

phylogenies is less intuitive than “squarish-

corner” trees like the one on the right.  

The branching patterns of “blobby” trees like 

the one on the left are ambiguous, and 

readers may draw the misconception that 

taxa at the top are considered “better” or 

“more evolved” than taxa on lower branches. 

MacDonald, T. & Wiley, E. O., 2012, Communicating phylogeny: Evolutionary 

tree diagrams in museums. Evolution Education and Outreach 5:14-28 

Novick, L. R. et al., 2014, Depicting the tree of life in museums: Guiding 

principles from psychological research. Evolution Education and Outreach 7:25

Tips for tree displays 

At the Cayuga Nature Center* 

renovations of the animal 

enclosures provided an opportunity 

to rethink the interpretive plan to 

focus on evolutionary relationships.  

 

Inspired by one of the Tree Room 

Case Studies, evolutionary trees 

were included throughout. Larger 

trees explain the relationships 

among major groups, and a small 

tree on every enclosure gives 

relationships among closely related 

species on display at the Nature 

Center.  

 

The Tree Room section on “Tips 

for Tree Design” was used to 

create a consistent design 

throughout the exhibitions, for 

example using recommended 

upright “squarish-corner” trees and 

removing “ladder” patterns where 

feasible.   

 

An introductory area about 

evolutionary relationships was 

added to the entrance of the 

exhibition, and programs focusing 

on evolutionary relationships and 

trees are in development. 

* The Cayuga Nature Center is a public venue 

of the PRI in Ithaca, NY. 

Features of the Tree Room 

For museums and zoos — Find tree design tips, toolkit, database, and other tools to help 

you effectively incorporate trees into your exhibit. 

The Tree Room (www.treeroom.org) is a free, online 

resource that demystifies evolutionary trees for zoo, 

aquarium, and museum professionals, as well as for 

educators and students.  

Trees in animal displays 


