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Chapter 16: Evolution of Populations – Vocabulary Review, Interpreting 
Diagrams, and Answers

Evolution is the engine that drives biological diversity, and Chapter 16 of most introductory biology textbooks

focuses on the population-level mechanisms that shape evolutionary change. Whether you’re a high school student

preparing for a test or a lifelong learner exploring the science of life, mastering the concepts in this chapter is

essential. In this comprehensive guide, we’ll walk through the key vocabulary, break down the most common

diagram types, and provide clear answers to frequently asked questions. By the end, you’ll be equipped to tackle

any exam question with confidence and insight.

Why Chapter 16 Matters

While earlier chapters introduce the basics of natural selection and genetic variation, Chapter 16 zooms in on how

populations change over time. It bridges the gap between individual-level traits and species-level patterns, offering

a quantitative lens through which to view evolution. Understanding population dynamics is crucial for fields ranging

from conservation biology to medicine, as it informs us about how species adapt, how diseases spread, and how

ecosystems respond to environmental pressures.

Key Vocabulary Review

Before diving into diagrams and questions, it’s helpful to revisit the foundational terms that will appear repeatedly

throughout the chapter. Below is a curated list of essential vocabulary, each paired with a concise definition and an

example to solidify your understanding.

•  Population – A group of individuals of the same species living in a particular area. Example: The finches on 

the Galápagos Islands form distinct populations on each island.

•  Allele – A variant form of a gene. Example: The allele for eye color that encodes blue eyes.

•  Genotype – The genetic makeup of an individual. Example: A plant’s genotype might be Aa for a particular 

trait.

•  Phenotype – The observable traits of an organism. Example: The plant’s height or flower color.

•  Gene Frequency – The proportion of a specific allele in a population. Example: If 30% of a population carries 

allele A, its frequency is 0.30.

•  Hardy–Weinberg Equilibrium – A principle that predicts allele and genotype frequencies in an ideal population 

that is not evolving.

•  Genetic Drift – Random changes in allele frequencies, especially in small populations. Example: A random 

event causing a particular allele to become more common.

•  Gene Flow – Movement of genes between populations through migration. Example: Birds migrating between 

islands can introduce new alleles.

•  Selection Coefficient (s) – The relative fitness disadvantage of an allele. Example: A deleterious allele with s = 

0.05 is 5% less fit.

•  Fixation – When an allele becomes the only variant in a population (frequency = 1). Example: A beneficial 



mutation that spreads to 100% of the population.

•  Neutral Theory – The idea that most genetic variation is due to random drift rather than selection.

•  Effective Population Size (Ne) – The number of individuals in a population who contribute genes to the next 

generation.

•  Founder Effect – A type of genetic drift that occurs when a new population is established by a small number 

of individuals.

•  Population Bottleneck – A sharp reduction in population size that can reduce genetic diversity.

•  Allelic Richness – A measure of genetic diversity within a population.

•  Allele Frequency Spectrum – A plot showing the distribution of allele frequencies in a population.

Using Vocabulary in Context

To master these terms, practice them in sentences related to real-world scenarios. For instance:

1.  “The gene flow between the mainland and island populations of the lizard species helped maintain genetic 

diversity, preventing a bottleneck effect.”

2.  “By applying the Hardy–Weinberg equilibrium equations, we can estimate whether the observed allele 

frequencies in the population are due to selection or simply random chance.”

Interpreting Diagrams: A Step-by-Step Approach

Diagrams are the visual backbone of Chapter 16. They translate complex genetic data into accessible visuals,

helping students grasp concepts like allele frequency changes over time, the impact of drift, or the structure of

populations. Below, we’ll dissect the most common diagram types and provide a systematic method for interpreting

them.

1. Frequency-Change Graphs

These graphs plot allele frequencies on the y-axis against time (generations) on the x-axis. Key features to look for:

•  Linear vs. Curved Trajectories – A straight line suggests constant selection pressure, while a curve indicates 

varying forces such as fluctuating selection or drift.

•  Plateaus – When an allele frequency stabilizes, it may indicate a balance between selection and drift or that 

the population has reached Hardy–Weinberg equilibrium.

•  Crossing Points – If two allele frequency curves intersect, it may signal a shift in selective advantage.

2. Population Structure Charts

These diagrams illustrate subpopulations (demes) and the movement of individuals between them. Look for:

•  Arrows – Direction and thickness represent gene flow magnitude.

•  Color Coding – Different colors may represent distinct alleles or subpopulation identities.

•  Bar Graphs – Often show the proportion of alleles in each deme.

3. Hardy–Weinberg Plots

These plots compare observed genotype frequencies to expected frequencies under equilibrium. To interpret:

•  Check if the observed points lie on the line of equality. Deviations indicate non-equilibrium forces.

•  Identify which genotypes are over- or underrepresented.

4. Phylogenetic Trees with Population Nodes

While primarily used for evolutionary relationships, trees that include population nodes can reveal divergence times

and gene flow events. Pay attention to:



•  Branch Lengths – Longer branches often represent greater genetic divergence.

•  Reticulation Events – Cross-links can indicate hybridization or gene flow.

Sample Diagram Interpretation Exercise

Let’s walk through a typical exam diagram: a bar graph showing allele frequencies for allele A (blue) and allele a

(red) over ten generations. The graph shows a steep rise in A’s frequency from 0.2 to 0.8 in the first five

generations, then a plateau. What does this tell us?

1.  Initial Increase – Strong positive selection favoring allele A (possibly due to a beneficial mutation).

2.  Plateau – A balance has been reached, perhaps because the fitness advantage of A has decreased or 

because of negative frequency-dependent selection.

3.  Potential Role of Drift – If the population size is small, random fluctuations could also influence the plateau.

Answer Key

In the context of the exam question, the correct interpretation is that allele A is under positive selection, and the

plateau indicates a new equilibrium, possibly due to the allele reaching fixation or a balancing selection mechanism.

Frequently Asked Questions & Answers

Q1: How do I calculate allele frequencies from genotype data?

Use the following formulas:

•  Frequency of allele A = (2 /× /number of AA individuals + number of Aa individuals) / (2 /× /total individuals)

•  Frequency of allele a = 1 – frequency of allele A

Q2: What is the difference between genetic drift and natural selection?

Natural selection is a deterministic force that favors advantageous alleles, leading to predictable changes in allele

frequencies. Genetic drift, on the other hand, is stochastic and more pronounced in small populations, causing

random fluctuations in allele frequencies regardless of their effect on fitness.

Q3: When does a population reach Hardy–Weinberg equilibrium?

A population will reach equilibrium when the following conditions are met: random mating, no mutation, no

migration, infinite population size, and no selection. In real-world scenarios, equilibrium is an idealization, but it

provides a useful baseline.

Q4: How does gene flow counteract genetic drift?

Gene flow introduces new alleles into a population, increasing genetic diversity and homogenizing allele

frequencies among subpopulations. This influx can reduce the impact of drift by preventing alleles from becoming

fixed or lost due to random sampling.

Q5: What is the significance of the effective population size (Ne) compared to the census 
population size (N)?

Ne reflects the number of individuals that effectively contribute genes to the next generation. Factors such as

unequal sex ratios, variation in reproductive success, and fluctuating population sizes can cause Ne to be much

smaller than N, making drift more powerful.

Study Tips for Mastering Chapter 16

•  Practice with Real Data – Use datasets from online resources (e.g., the 1000 Genomes Project) to calculate 



allele frequencies and test Hardy–Weinberg assumptions.

•  Draw Your Own Diagrams – Sketching allele frequency changes or population structure charts reinforces 

understanding.

•  Teach a Peer – Explaining concepts to someone else helps solidify your grasp.

•  Use Flashcards – Create cards for each vocabulary term with definitions and example sentences.

•  Review Past Exam Questions – Identify common diagram types and question patterns to anticipate what’s 

likely to appear.

Integrating Chapter 16 into Broader Evolutionary Context

While Chapter 16 focuses on population-level processes, it’s essential to see how these mechanisms connect to

larger evolutionary narratives:

•  Speciation – Population divergence due to drift, selection, or isolation can lead to the emergence of new 

species.

•  Adaptive Radiations – Rapid diversification of populations in response to ecological opportunities.

•  Conservation Genetics – Managing genetic diversity in endangered populations to prevent inbreeding 

depression.

•  Human Health – Understanding population genetics informs disease mapping and pharmacogenomics.

Conclusion

Chapter 16, “Evolution of Populations,” is a cornerstone of evolutionary biology, weaving together mathematical

models, empirical data, and conceptual frameworks. By mastering the key vocabulary, mastering diagram

interpretation, and engaging with the core questions and answers, you’ll develop a robust understanding that

extends beyond the classroom. Remember, evolution is a dynamic process, and the tools you learn here—

frequency calculations, Hardy–Weinberg tests, and diagrammatic reasoning—are the lenses through which you

can observe life’s continual change.

Keep practicing, stay curious, and let the patterns of populations guide you toward deeper scientific insight
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