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Lesson Plan: Zebra 

During this episode, Blade discusses a blank zebra toy that has etched grooves 

instead of painted stripes. The conversation moves through the evolution of odd-

toed ungulates, explaining how Perissodactyls differ from even-toed animals like 

hippos and cattle. The transcript outlines the emergence of Equus in North America, 

its migration across the Bering land bridge, and the later appearance of modern 

zebras a little over two million years ago. Blade explains speciation among the 

quagga, zebra, and Grevy, noting how interbreeding attempts often fail due to 

chromosome mismatches. The episode concludes by connecting domestication to 

the rise of agriculture, explaining that farming reached East and South Africa 

thousands of years later than the Fertile Crescent, leaving zebras wild as a result of 

geography and timing. 

https://www.youtube.com/live/mk9vPjDWEWA?si=qaC9OykzUfOeiJrg 

Objective 

Students will describe the evolutionary lineage of zebras within the Perissodactyl 

order and explain how geography and agricultural development affected 

domestication. 

Standards 

• NGSS MS-LS4-2: Apply scientific ideas to explain evidence of evolution. 

• C3 D2.Geo.4.6-8: Explain how cultural and environmental characteristics 

influence population distribution. 

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RST.6-8.1: Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis 

of science and technical texts. 

Materials 

• 9 Fun Facts: Zebra 

• Worksheet (included below) 

• Optional: globe or world map, paper, colored pencils 

  

https://www.youtube.com/live/mk9vPjDWEWA?si=qaC9OykzUfOeiJrg
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Introduction 

Begin with an image or model of a zebra lacking stripes. Ask students why stripes 

might matter to survival and identity. Discuss how the absence of a visible feature 

can raise scientific questions about evolution, adaptation, and environment. 

Activity 

Students read the 9 Fun Facts to trace zebra evolution, migration, and domestication 

patterns. Using a map, they locate the regions mentioned in the facts. In groups, they 

compare zebra domestication attempts with horse domestication in Eurasia, noting 

differences in land, disease, and farming history. Each group presents one reason 

zebras remained wild. 

Assessment 

Students will write a short explanation linking agriculture’s spread to the success or 

failure of animal domestication, citing zebra evolution as an example. 

Rubric 
Criteria Excellent (4) Good (3) Fair (2) 

Content Understanding Accurate explanation of 

zebra lineage and related 

species 

Mostly accurate explanation Partial understanding with 

errors 

Discussion Participation Active in group and 

discussion 
Participated partially Limited contribution 

Worksheet Completion Effectively cites data from 9 

Fun Facts 
Cites some data Minimal citation 

Technology Connections Active use of provided tools 

or references 
Partial use of tools Limited use or incorrect 
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9 Fun Facts 

1. Perissodactyls evolve around 56 million years ago. Zebras belong to the odd-

toed ungulates, or Perissodactyla, a group that also includes horses, rhinos, and 

tapirs. These hoofed mammals first appeared in the early Eocene, about 56 million 

years ago, after the extinction of the dinosaurs opened up new ecological niches. 

Early members were small, multi-toed forest dwellers that gradually evolved longer 

legs and single hooves for running across open plains. 
Source: https://animaldiversity.org/accounts/Perissodactyla/  

2. Equus evolve about 4 to 5 million years ago. The genus Equus, which includes 

modern horses, donkeys, and zebras, evolved from the North American ancestor 

Dinohippus around 4 to 5 million years ago. These one-toed grazers migrated into 

Eurasia and Africa across the Bering land bridge, adapting to different climates and 

grasses. Horses and zebras share a remarkable genetic similarity despite diverging 

into separate lineages soon after this migration. 
Source: https://nebraskapublicmedia.org/en/series-media/non-series-video/wild-horses-an-american-romance-

50000158/origins-of-the-horse/  

3. Zebras evolved  a little over 2 million years ago, with interbreeding 

potential. Fossils show the first zebra species appearing about 2.3 million years 

ago, during a period of expanding African grasslands. Despite their distinctive 

stripes, zebras remain genetically close to horses and donkeys, and they can 

interbreed to produce hybrids such as zorses and zonkeys. These hybrids, however, 

are almost always sterile due to differing chromosome counts, horses have 64, 

donkeys 62, and zebras range from 32 to 46 depending on the species. 
Source: https://blog.londolozi.com/2025/07/31/the-striped-story-of-evolution-understanding-the-origins-of-the-plains-

zebra/  

4. Three distinct species and partial genetic compatibility. Today, zebras are 

divided into three recognized species: the plains zebra (Equus quagga), the 

mountain zebra (Equus zebra), and the Grevy’s zebra (Equus grevyi). Plains and 

mountain zebras can sometimes produce fertile hybrids in captivity, while Grevy’s 

zebras are too genetically distinct for viable offspring. Each species has adapted to 

its own terrain, plains zebras to open grasslands, mountain zebras to rocky uplands, 

and Grevy’s to arid savannas. 
Source: https://www.ifaw.org/animals/zebras 

 

  

https://animaldiversity.org/accounts/Perissodactyla/
https://nebraskapublicmedia.org/en/series-media/non-series-video/wild-horses-an-american-romance-50000158/origins-of-the-horse/
https://nebraskapublicmedia.org/en/series-media/non-series-video/wild-horses-an-american-romance-50000158/origins-of-the-horse/
https://blog.londolozi.com/2025/07/31/the-striped-story-of-evolution-understanding-the-origins-of-the-plains-zebra/
https://blog.londolozi.com/2025/07/31/the-striped-story-of-evolution-understanding-the-origins-of-the-plains-zebra/
https://www.ifaw.org/animals/zebras
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5. Repeated but failed domestication attempts. For centuries, explorers and 

colonial scientists tried to domesticate zebras, hoping to harness their strength and 

resistance to African diseases. Lord Walter Rothschild famously trained a team to 

pull his carriage through London in the early 1900s, proving it was possible to tame 

individuals. However, zebras never became reliable work animals. Their quick 

tempers, unpredictable aggression, and instinctive flight responses made breeding 

for docility impossible. 
Source: https://www.loc.gov/everyday-mysteries/zoology/item/can-zebras-be-domesticated 

6. Domestication limited by geography and disease. While horses thrived on the 

vast, open grasslands of the Eurasian steppe, Africa’s environment presented 

entirely different challenges. Fragmented habitats, scarce forage, and deadly tsetse-

fly-borne trypanosomiasis made large-scale herding almost impossible. Without 

steady access to safe grazing and selective breeding over generations, zebras never 

developed the human partnership that turned horses into transport and agriculture 

allies. 
Source: https://www.ebsco.com/research-starters/history/agriculture-and-animal-husbandry-ancient-world 

7. Conservation status and breeding programs. Modern zebras face new threats 

from humans rather than predators. The plains zebra is listed as Near Threatened, 

the mountain zebra as Vulnerable, and Grevy’s zebra as Endangered due to habitat 

loss, poaching, and competition with livestock. Breeding programs across Kenya, 

Namibia, and South Africa now focus on protecting distinct subspecies and 

maintaining genetic diversity within small populations. 
Source: https://animaldiversity.org/accounts/Equus_zebra 

8. Ecotourism and conservation economics. Zebras play a central role in African 

ecotourism, often serving as the gateway species that draws travelers to safaris. 

Tourism creates financial incentives for local communities to protect herds and 

maintain healthy ecosystems. Revenue from zebra-watching supports anti-poaching 

patrols, ranger employment, and habitat restoration, proving that wildlife can have 

more economic value alive than dead. 
Source: https://www.southafrica.net/gl/en/trade/press/it-s-wild-how-much-potential-there-is-unlocking-the-power-of-

south-africa-s-wildlife-tourism 

9. Program successes and ongoing challenges. Conservation efforts have shown 

measurable success: mountain zebra populations have rebounded from fewer than 

100 in the 1930s to more than 1,500 today, and Grevy’s zebra numbers are slowly 

stabilizing through community conservancies. Despite these wins, habitat 

fragmentation, water scarcity, and competition with domestic livestock continue to 

threaten their survival. The story of the zebra remains one of resilience—proof that 

wildness can endure with care and commitment. 
Source: https://wildafrica.org/international-zebra-day-south-africa/  

https://www.ebsco.com/research-starters/history/agriculture-and-animal-husbandry-ancient-world
https://animaldiversity.org/accounts/Equus_zebra
https://www.southafrica.net/gl/en/trade/press/it-s-wild-how-much-potential-there-is-unlocking-the-power-of-south-africa-s-wildlife-tourism
https://www.southafrica.net/gl/en/trade/press/it-s-wild-how-much-potential-there-is-unlocking-the-power-of-south-africa-s-wildlife-tourism
https://wildafrica.org/international-zebra-day-south-africa/
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Worksheet 

Name: ________________________________________________ Date: ___________ 

Review 

1. When did Perissodactyls first appear, and what animals belong to this order? 

2. What migration path did early members of Equus follow? 

3. When did the modern zebra appear in the fossil record? 

Discussion 

4. Why can zebras interbreed with horses and donkeys but still produce sterile 

offspring? 

 

5. How does the environment influence whether an animal species can be 

domesticated? 

 

Data Analysis 

6. Compare the timelines of domestication between horses and zebras. What 

environmental and agricultural factors might explain their differences? 

 

7. How did delayed agriculture in East and South Africa affect zebra domestication 

potential? 

 

Reflection 

8. What does the persistence of wild zebras tell us about adaptation and survival? 

 

 

9. How does human activity continue to shape the fate of zebra populations today? 
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