Georgia Agriculture Education Curriculum



Course:
02.422  Equine Science

Unit 1:
The History and Domestication of the horse
Lesson 1: Evolution of the Horse
QCC:

Objectives: 

1.
Scientifically classify the horse

2.
Describe the evolutionary history of horses 

3.  Describe the regions of the world where horses evolved

4.  Provide reasons why horses developed in certain regions

Teaching Time:
2 hours

References: Parker, Rick.  Equine Science. Albany, NY.  
Materials and Equipment: 

Teaching Procedure

Introduction and Mental Set


Evolution of the horse did not occur in a straight line toward a goal, like a ladder.  Rather, it was like a branching bush, with no predetermined goal.  Many horse-like animals branched off the evolutionary tree and evolved along various unrelated routes, with differing numbers of toes and adaptation to different diets. Now one genus-Equus-is the only surviving branch of a once mightily and sprawling evolutionary bush. The horse’s role has been everything from a source of food to a source of power.  In our society, the horse has had a major influence and has played a major role in the development of the United States.  

Discussion

1. 
Ask the students if they have any ides about how horses are scientifically classified?

Kingdom: Animalia


Phylum: Chordata


Class:  Mamalia


Order:  Perissodactyla


Family:  Equidae


Genus: Equus


Eohippus is the earliest forerunner of our present day horse.  

· Small primitive horse about the size of a fox


· It had an elongated skull, a moderately arched back and a shortened tail

· Four functional toes on each front foot, but only three toes on each hind foot

· Teeth structure suggests that it was a browser.  



Mesohippus 
About 35 million years ago, Earth’s temperature and climate changed; conifers began to outnumber deciduous trees. The forest thinned, grass became more prevalent and Mesohippus appeared

· This animal was larger than Eohippus. Its teeth had further evolved. It only had three toes on its front and could better outrun enemies. On Mesohippus, the lateral supporting toes decreased in size while the middle toe strengthened.  These horses became extinct about 7 million years later.



Merychippus
This horse evolved in North America and adapted to the hard grasses of the plains.  This was the beginning of the grazing horse of today. It lived in herds and a single hoof emerged.

Pliohippus

About five million years ago, one branch of horses crossed into Asia, quickly multiplied, and spread to Europe.  Meanwhile in North America, the horse developed into the model.  Pliohippus was the first true monodactyl (one-toed animal) of evolutionary history.  This horse spread into South America, Asia, Europe and Africa.  

· The last two million years, from the present the Plesistocene epoch, represent the final evolutionary stage of Equus.  
· About 8000 years ago, Equus became extinct in the Western Hempishere.

· Horses didn’t return until the Spanish brought horses to the New World in the 1400s


Ask students how long they think that horses have been in North America. 

Horses first appeared in North America some 50 million years ago, then spread to Europe and Asia.  


Ask students if they know what the first horse was called
The first horse was Eohippus, which means “dawn horse”. The delicate little dawn horse was about the size of the small dog.  He had four toes on the front feet on the front feet and three toes on the back feet.  He had slender legs, a short neck, and teeth suitable for chewing leaves.  Eohippus depended on leaping and running to escape from his enemies 

Summary  

Through a long process of evolutionary stages, which took millions of years, Eohippus, the small primitive ancestor to the present day horse evolved.    

Evaluation

Students should be tested on their knowledge of breeds of horses and their characteristics.  Students should be able to identify breeds from pictures as well as describe characteristics. 
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