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G1 Reading & Speaking Practice Lesson #12

Story
Human’s Closest Relative

Chimpanzees are widely understood by most specialists to
be human being’s closest living relatives. According to
genetic analysis, chimpanzees are about 96 percent
genetically similar to humans. However, some researchers
have recently made the controversial claim that, in fact,
orangutans are more closely related to humans. The study
suggests that we should not rely solely on genetic evidence
when trying to reconstruct evolutionary relationships., but
rather that it is also important to look at the number of
shared physical traits between species.

The study’s author reports that there are far more unique
physical characteristics shared between humans and
orangutans than there are between humans and
chimpanzees. The list of shared traits includes similar tooth
enamel, shoulder blades, and hair, as well as 25 other
unique traits. When compared with chimpanzees, only two
similar characteristics could be found.

Most researchers reject the study because it ignores the
genetic evidence. Peter Andrews of the Nature History
Museum in London, however, supports such research.
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Although he also disagrees with the study’s conclusion, he
believes the ensuing debate will help advance science.
Whether chimps will be replaced by orangutans as human’s
closest living relative remains to be seen.

Vocabulary

chimpanzee orangutan be related to
reconstruct evolutionary trait

tooth enamel shoulder blade ensue

chimp ensue remain to be seen
Questions

1. What goes genetic analysis of chimpanzees show?
Chimpanzees are about 96 percent genetically similar to
humans.

2. What controversial claim to some researchers make?
They claim that, in fact, orangutans are more closely
related to humans.

3. What did study’s author report about chimps and
oragutans?

It found they share many more unique physical
characteristics than humans and chimpanzees.

4. What similarities did the study report between humans
and orangutans?
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There are far more unique physical characteristics
shared between humans and orangutans than there are
between humans and chimpanzees.

5. What does Peter Andrews of the National History
Museum in London say about the study?

Although he also disagrees with the study’s conclusion,
he believes the ensuing debate will help advance science.

6. Why do you think most scientists see genetic evidence
as more important than shared physical traits?

Because of convergent evolution—where multiple
species will develop the same traits despite not being
related to one another. For example, dolphins and
whales have body shapes like fish even though they are
mammals because that body shape is useful for living in
the ocean.

7. What do you know about chimpanzees and orangutans?
They are the smartest animals in the world next to
humans and they can use tools and solve puzzles well.
Even though orangutans are larger than chimpanzees,
chimpanzees are much more violent.

8. Why might orangutans have more similar physical
characteristics than humans?

The shared ancestor of chimpanzees, orangutans and
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humans may have had these same traits or both humans
and orangutans may have independently developed
similar characteristics by living in similar environments.
9. Why are studies like the one in this article important?
It is good for scientists to double-check what we assume
about things using additional studies. We can really only
come to a better understanding after collecting all the
facts.
10. What lesson can we learn from this story?
Science is always changing as a result of newer studies
as scientists help us come to a better understanding of
the world. However, we shouldn’t necessarily change our
understanding entirely based on the results of only one
new study either.
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