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Fossils

Do you remember making a handprint in clay when you were young? Remember how

thrilled your mom was when you gave it to her? Fossils are like those hand prints in

clay. They preserve memories of the past. And scientists are just as thrilled to get them

as your mom was to get hers.

Fossils are the preserved evidence or remains of a living thing from long ago. They

are formed when plants or animals are buried in sediments. We mostly think of fossils

as imprints of a plant or animal in a rock. But fossils can be other things, too. The

bones of an animal can become fossils. Worm trails and footprints that have been

preserved in rocks are also considered fossils.

Two types of fossils can be formed when an animal or plant is buried in sediments.

One is called a mold, and the other is a cast.

A mold is formed when the soft parts of a plant or animal decay. The hard parts dissolve. An empty space is left in

the rock. It looks very similar to the handprint you made in clay. It has the same shape as the organism. These are

probably the most common kinds of fossils.

When the molds fill with minerals, a cast is formed. The minerals harden in the shape of the organism.

Another type of fossil is formed in soft sediments. These are called imprints. They form from thin objects such as

leaves. The shapes are imprinted into the mud. The sediment hardens into rock and a fossil is formed.

Fossils can also be formed by a process called petrification. This means they have turned completely into stone.

How does this happen? There are two ways. Plants and animals become petrified when minerals replace their

original substances. Sometimes the minerals fill in the air spaces in bones or other hard parts. These processes take

place very slowly.

Usually, scientists only find parts of a plant or animal in the rock. But they have also found entire organisms. An

organism can be preserved in three ways.

Your mom puts meat and vegetables in the freezer to preserve them. Freezing prevents things from decaying, or

"spoiling." Some extinct animals have also been preserved by freezing. Wooly mammoths and furry rhinoceroses

have been found frozen in Arctic areas.

Insects and other small organisms have been found preserved in amber. Amber is formed when the resin from

some types of evergreen trees hardens. Insects can be trapped by the sticky resin. When it hardens, they are
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preserved.

Tar pits have also preserved entire organisms. These are large pools of tar. They were often covered with water.

Animals would go to drink the water and get stuck in the tar. Eventually they sank to the bottom and were

preserved. Most of the time, only bones have been found, but some complete furry rhinoceroses have been found in

the tar pits.

Fossils such as worm trails and footprints are called trace fossils. They are not formed from the remains of an

organism. They are simply evidence that it once existed. Scientists study these fossils to get a clue about how these

organisms lived.

Scientists can learn much about Earth's history by studying fossils. They can find out about plants and animals that

lived long ago. Fossils also give us a record of how the Earth has changed over time.

Fossils

Questions

1. The preserved evidence or remains of something that lived long ago is called:

A. clay
B. fossil
C. tar pits

2. Which of the following are fossils?

A. footprints preserved in stone
B. bones of an animal that lived long ago
C. both a and b

3. What is an imprint fossil?

4. When a plant or animal turns to stone it is called:

A. resin
B. purification
C. petrification

5. Name three ways whole organisms can be preserved.
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6. Fossils such as footprints that are not remains of an organism are called:

A. casts
B. trace fossils
C. amber
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How many of these can you write about? Think! Write! Check all the ones you answered.

Explain how molds and casts are formed.

Find information about the Petrified Forest. Write a paragraph about it.

Don't stop writing. Use a blank piece of paper to continue.


