
Pebbles, Sand & Silt
INVESTIGATION 1:
Fossils

Core Content
Many extinct plants and animals 
look something like plants and 
animals that are alive today, 
while others are very different 
from today’s plants and animals.
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Overview: 

Sorting Fossils is designed to introduce students to 
fossils as evidence of past life preserved in rock. 
This Investigation fi ts best after the fi rst round of 
sorting games in part 4 of Investigation 1. 
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Columbian Mammoth
Washington State Fossil

Use WITH 

Investigation 1, 

Part 4
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TEACHER BACKGROUND

Other Resources

http://www.onegeology.org/extra/kids/fossils.html
http://www.k5geosource.org/activities/invest/fossil/q1/ImagesofPrehistoricLife.
pdf

How do shark teeth become fossilized?

Sharks can shed many thousands of teeth throughout their lifetime. In order for 
these teeth to fossilize, they must sink to the sea fl oor and be quickly covered 
by sediment. Rapid burial is important for fossilization for a number of reasons. 
First, the sediment acts to protect the teeth from the weathering, abrasion and 
scavenging that could occur if they were exposed to open water and currents. 
Secondly, burial also limits exposure to oxygen and bacteria which are 
responsible for decay. The process of fossilization is a slow one that usually 
takes thousands of years. In the case of shark’s teeth, they are preserved through 
a process known as permineralization. This process occurs as water seeps down 
through sediments and over the teeth. This water carries different minerals in it 
that are deposited into open pore spaces in the teeth. The most common minerals 
in the water are silica and calcite but other local minerals are deposited as well. 
Depending on which minerals are present teeth can be found in a wide variety of 
different colors, ranging from blue/grey to black to orange/red to white to green.

Resources on Fossils in Washington State
Washington has a rich fossil history. Here are a few resources you can use to 
learn more.

http://www.washington.edu/burkemuseum/education/burke_boxes_materials/
fossils/interactive/01_fossils.html

Mammoth
http://www.nwpaleo.org/Resources/WA_Geology/WA_Geol_1999-Washington-
Mammoths.html

Sloth
http://www.nwpaleo.org/Resources/WA_Geology/WA_Geol_1998-Sloth.html

Blue Lake Rhino
http://www.nwpaleo.org/Resources/WA_Geology/WA_Geol_1988-BlueLakeR-
hino.html



EALR 4:
Earth and Space Science

and 
Life Science

BIG IDEAS:
Earth History (ES3)

and 
Biological Evolution (LS3)

CORE CONTENT:
Variation of Inherited 

Characteristics

Most fossils are imprints formed when plants or animals died in a watery 
environment and were covered with mud that eventually hardened into 
rock. Fossils can also form in other ways, as when dissolved minerals seep 
into a piece of wood and harden into rock, or an animal is frozen in ice that 
never thaws. Fossils provide evidence of the kinds of plants and animals 
that lived on Earth in the past, as well as environmental conditions that 
prevailed at the time the fossils formed.

Content Standards Performance Expectations
Students know that: Students are expected to:

2-3 LS3D Fossils are often similar to 
parts of plants or animals 
that live today.

Observe fossils and compare them 
to similar plants or animals that live 
today (e.g., compare a fossil fern with 
a similar fern that grows today, a di-
nosaur leg bone with the leg bone of 
a reptile that lives today, a mastodon 
and an elephant).

2-3 LS3E Some fossils are very 
different from plants and 
animals that live today.

Conclude from fossil evidence that 
once there were species on Earth 
that are no longer alive (e.g., T-Rex, 
trilobites).
Given pictures of animals that are 
extinct (e.g., dinosaurs, mammoths), 
describe how these animals are dif-
ferent from animals that live today.

Connecting to the Standards LS3D
Sort and classify fossil teeth “What sea creatures today have teeth simi-

lar to these fossil teeth?”

“What evidence do we have that these are 
fossil teeth and not modern teeth?”

Connecting to the Standards LS3E
Examine the pictures of mam-
moths and sloths

“How are mammoths different from 
elephants?”
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Fossils for Pebbles, Sand & Silt
Guiding the Activity
1.   Introduce Fossils: 
     “Today I have a new collection of special rocks to sort. These rocks are 
      fossils of extinct sea animals that lived near what is now the state of Texas        
      about 20 million years ago. Some are quite small and we will need our 
      magnifying lenses to see them clearly.”

2.   Remember Sharing:
      Each group will work together to sort the fossils into the sections on the 
      sorting mat by how they look.

3.   Examine the Fossils: 
      Students fi rst pour the fossils onto the sorting mat and look at them witout  
      the magnifi er. Students should report what they see. “What kind of living      
      creature would these fossils have come from?” Use the magnifi er to get a      
      better look at the fossils. “Do you think these fossils all came from the same      
      sea animal or are they parts of different sea animals?” Sort the fossils that  
      you think came from the same kind of animal into one of the sections. “What  
      kind of animal might these fossils come from?” “What animals live in the  
      sea now that might be like these fossil animals?”

Discussion:
If you have a document camera, project the varieties of fossils on a screen for discus-
sion.
 Compare: 
       Prehistoric sharks, rays and coral with Sharks, rays and coral today
       Megalodon and great white sharks

Background: 
http://www.fl mnh.ufl .edu/fi sh/sharks/fossils/fossil_modernsharkteeth.html
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 Word Bank

   fossil
   evidence

Investigation 1 part 5 Start a Rock Collection
 Include fossils in the Start a Rock Collection activity

Fossils in Washington State: hhtp://www.washington.edu/burkemuseum/education/
burke_boxes_materials/fossils/interactive/01_fossils.html

Check for Preconceptions: 
Use a K-W-L chart to collect student understanding of fossils.

“What prehistoric animals once lived in Washington State that are now extinct?”

The Burke Museum in Seattle is where many of the fossils collected in Washington 
State are prepared, studied and displayed. The Columbian Mammoth is the state fos-
sil and has been found in many locations across the state. “What animal alive today is 
similar to the Columbian Mammoth?”

Hand out pictures of the Columbian Mammoth and Indian elephant.

Performance Expectations: 
Use a “T” chart to compare how a Columbian mammoth and an Indian elephant are 
similar and how they are different. Repeat the process with the Giant Ground Sloth and 
modern tree sloth. “What other species of animals and plants used to live in Washington 
but are now extinct?” “What is the fossil evidence that has been found in Washington 
State?”

 
  Word Bank

   mammoth
   extinct
   compare

  
Materials for Step 3:

  Group
     1 Bag of fossils

Each Student
     1 Magnifi er
     1 Popsicle stick



Investigation 3 Using Rocks, Part 4 Clay Beads or 5 Making Bricks

Extensions:

Making Fossils:
 Part 4: An alternative to making beads, is to make fossil imprints with the clay provided.

 1.Students shape the clay into a “cookie” shape and then select a part of a liv-
ing  plant or animal to fossilize. Leaves and sea shells work particularly well. Press the 
living part into the clay until it leaves a clear image of itself. A hole can be drilled through 
the clay while it is soft so that a string can be threaded through it like the clay beads.

 2.    Hands-On Fossils: Make a lasting impression with clay and plaster.
To learn about prehistoric life on earth, scientists search for and study fossils. Fossils are 
the remains of animals and plants preserved within the rocks that make up the earth’s 
crust. This hands-on activity will teach your students more about how these fossil trea-
sures are created by letting them “fossilize” natural objects such as shells, leaves or 
acorns.

      Items you will need include:
 Small objects to fossilize
 Modeling clay
 Waxed paper *
 Plaster of Paris *
 Small amount of vegetable oil *
 Container for mixing
 Plastic spoon
  * Teacher provided

      Six easy steps to making fossils:
 1.    For each item you’d like to fossilize, place a large ball of clay on a piece of   
        waxed paper and fl atten it into a thick circle.
 2.    Now make an impression in the clay by gently pressing in the object and then  
        removing it.
 3.    Apply a small amount of vegetable oil to the impression surface to make it   
        non-stick.
 4.    Prepare some Plaster of Paris according to the package directions so that it   
        has a smooth but thick consistency.
 5.    Spoon plaster into each impression thoroughly fi lling it in.
 6.    Let the plaster dry completely (about 30 to 60 minutes), then peel away the   
        clay to reveal your “fossil”. 
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