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OBJECTIVES
By the end of this lesson, you should be able to
• describe and name the various types of fossils
• explain how fossils form
• explain how the ages of fossils are determined
• explain and use the Principle of Superposition

GLOSSARY

fossil - the remains of an ancient
living organism

principle of superposition - in an
undisturbed bed of sedimentary
rock, the oldest layer is at the
bottom and the youngest at the
top

index fossil - the fossil of an organism
that was plentiful and lived in a
speciﬁc, known time

relative age - the age of something
compared to that of
something else

absolute age - exactly how old
something is
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Fossils capture the imagination of people. They are found in
sedimentary rock in many parts of the world. Some areas are
hotbeds of discovery, for example, the Alberta Badlands. Read pages
410 to 412 of your text.
1. Use your knowledge of how rocks form to explain why fossils
are found in sedimentary but not igneous or metamorphic
rock?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
2. What places in the world are known for their fossils?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
3. What is a paleontologist?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
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Fossil Types and How They Form
Refer to page 413 to 418 of Science in
Action 7. To become a fossil, part of
an organism must be preserved from
decomposition. The best chance to do
that comes when it is rapidly buried,
for example, in the sediment of a lake
or sea.
Is there more than one type of fossil? Think of a dinosaur bone, a
footprint in stone, and a fossil seashell. Each of these is made in a
different way and is, therefore, a different type.
The dinosaur bone is petriﬁed. Dissolved minerals crystallize in
and replace the original material. The footprint (a mould) was not
ﬁlled in, but the sediment it was in changed to stone. The seashell
made a mould. When the mould was ﬁlled in by sediment, a cast
that looked like the outside of the shell was formed.
4. Why are hard parts of an organism more commonly fossilized
than soft parts.
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
5. How was the fossil leaf in the picture on page 413 of the
textbook likely formed?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
6. Based on fossil evidence, are life-forms today mostly similar to
or mostly different from those in the distant past?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
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7. What is amber, and why is it important to paleontologists?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

The Geologic Time Scale
The time since the Earth was formed has been divided into different
segments. One long type of segment is the era. Each era covered
a certain time period and has speciﬁc events and organisms
associated with it. For example, dinosaurs were dominant during
the Mesozoic era. See pages 419 to 421 of your textbook.
8. During what time period did the ﬁrst insects appear?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
9. Is it possible for humans to have hunted dinosaurs?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
10. When was the Precambrian era?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
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Deciding the Age of a Fossil
Do you want to know exactly how old a fossil is (its absolute age)?
Are you satisﬁed to know approximately how old it is (its relative
age)?
You can ﬁnd answers to these questions in different ways.
One important concept is the Principle of Superposition.
It states that, in an undisturbed sediment bed, the oldest
layer is at the bottom and the youngest is at the top.
To ﬁnd a fossil’s relative age, a scientist might note that it was
found in a layer of sediment between two other layers containing
fossils of a known age. The fossil could then be said to be between
the ages of the two other fossils. Or the fossil could be in the same
layer as the known-age fossil. Index fossils are often used for this
purpose. They are fossils of organisms that were plentiful and lived
in a speciﬁc known time.
Absolute dating requires the radioactive dating of igneous rock
above and below the fossil. Read pages 414 to 415 in your text.
11. What would be the relative age of a fossil found in the same
layer of rock as a trilobite?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
12. A sedimentary bed was examined and fossil A was found
nearest the top, fossil B nearest the bottom, and fossil C
between them. List the fossils in order from oldest to youngest.
Why did you order them this way?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
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13. If you found a fossil and wanted to determine its age, what
process would you go through?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
Take some time to review what you learned this week. You will
write a quiz on it before you leave.
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