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Pre-Show Activity 

Pre-Show Lesson:  Fossils 

Post this question on the board:  “How does something become a fossil?” 

Materials:   

Per small group:  banana, newspaper to cover desks, five cups and a cup each of: 

sand, soil, gravel and plaster of Paris 

Per class: small knife, dry brown tempera paint 

Procedure: 

1. Students will complete the following formative assessment probe.  This will give 

you an idea of what your students already know about fossils and any 

misconceptions that they may have. 

Is it a fossil?   

a. example or picture of an ordinary rock 

b. example or picture of a dead shark 

c. example or picture of a fossilized shark tooth 

d. example or picture of a dinosaur bone 

Earth Science TEKS 

Third Grade:    3.7A 

Fourth Grade:     4.7B 

Fifth Grade:    5.7A, 5.7D 

 

   Focus on Fossils 

   Third - Fifth 

 

 

Vocabulary 

decomposition, deposition, erosion, extinct, fossil, paleontologist, relative dating, sedimentary, 

weathering 
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e. example or picture of a chicken bone 

f. example or picture of a shell 

g. example or picture of a dead fern 

h. example or picture of a fern imprint in a rock 

i. example or picture of a trilobite 

j. example of picture of a rusty old can 

 

 

2. Have students sit in a circle on the floor.  Ask them, “What is old?” and “How old 

do you think something needs to be for scientists to consider it a fossil?”   Explain 

to them that to be a fossil usually paleontologists (scientists who study ancient 

plants and animals) say it must be over 10,000 years old.  It has to date back to 

before humans were on Earth.  Some fossils are actually millions or billions of 

years old!    Brainstorm some objects that might be fossils with the students and 

make a list on the board.  Be sure to emphasize that only things that were living 

can be fossils.  Go over the items on your assessment probe and discuss them 

with the students. 

3. Discuss why some organisms become fossilized and others do not. Students 

should realize that in order for an organism to become fossilized, it needs to be 

buried very quickly.  In order for it to be buried, deposition must occur.  Discuss 

the ways both erosion and deposition affect the process of fossilization.  If your 

students are not familiar with these concepts, you may want to review them.  An 

easy chant to help them remember is, “Weathering breaks rocks (pound fists 

together).  Erosion takes rocks (open hands and move fingers like running 

water).  Deposition drops them (make a fist out of your left hand and cover it with 

your right hand as an open palm)”.  Tell students that they are going to set up an 

experiment to test the ways an organism can be buried and fossilized. 

4. Groups will set up the following experiment:  

1. Have students cover their desks with newspaper.  

2. Explain to students that they will be exploring different ways to preserve a 

piece of plant material, in this case, slices of banana. Tell them that they 

will be placing the banana slices in paper cups and covering them with 

different materials. They will let them sit overnight. The next day, they will 

look for any changes that may have occurred.  

Students will write in their science notebook: “Problem:  How does the way 

a dead organism is buried affect the decomposition process?”  
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3. Slice each group’s banana into five pieces, leaving the skin intact. Do this 

right before you are going to use them since the students are attempting 

to “preserve” the slices of banana.  You do not want them exposed to the 

air too long before they begin.  

4. Present to students the different materials for preserving the banana 

slices: soil, sand, gravel, and plaster of Paris (you may want to add dry 

brown tempra paint to simulate mud).  

5. Have students predict how the slices will change in each of the materials. 

For younger students, you may want to record these on a piece of chart 

paper.  

Students will write their prediction in their science notebook.  They must 

also include an explanation.  “Prediction:  I think that the …… will not 

decompose and will become fossil-like because…” 

6. Ask students to write their names on each of the cups.  

7. Ask students to partly fill the cups with each of the materials. They should 

then place banana slices in each cup and cover them with more of each 

material. They will need to make sure that each banana slice is completely 

buried. 

8. Have students place one slice of banana in an empty cup to be used as a 

control to compare with the other samples.  

Instead of writing out a procedure, students will draw and label a picture of 

their experiment in their science notebooks.  All parts of the experiment 

should be drawn and labeled so that if another scientist wanted to 

duplicate it, they could do so by following this picture. 

9. Have students place the cups on a counter where they can be collected 

and observed the next day.  

10. The next day, students will remove the slices from each of the materials. 

The slices in the Plaster of Paris will have to be cracked open with a 

hammer. Be sure that students wear impact goggles when doing this, or 

do it yourself.  

11. Ask groups to record observations in their science notebooks.  Students 

should create a data chart to record their observations.  A simple T-chart 

like the one below will work. 

Observations: 
o How does each slice compare to the slice left unprotected?  
o Which of the materials worked best in preserving a slice of banana? 
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Sediment Banana Observations: 

Sand  

Soil  

Plaster of Paris (Mud)  

Gravel  

Nothing  

 
 
Inference: 

o Based on the evidence from this investigation, what conditions are 
needed to best preserve a living thing?  
 

12. Discuss students’ findings as a class. They should have observed that the 

Plaster of Paris worked best at preserving the slices. Explain to students 

that fossils can be formed only when a living thing is buried soon after it 

dies so that air and sunlight cannot reach it.  If it is not buried soon 

enough, it decays. Quick burial is most likely to happen in a body of water. 

In most bodies of water, there are almost always sediments like mud, 

sand, and gravel settling to the bottom. These sediments can quickly 

cover any remains that sink to the bottom. For this reason, most fossils 

are found in sedimentary rocks that were once under water.  

13. Ask students, “If fossils are organisms that were buried millions of years 

ago, how do we find them now?”  Through this discussion, lead them to 

see that the process of erosion uncovers fossils.  You may need to refer 

back to previous experiences to help guide them to this conclusion. 

 

 



HMNS 3-5 Focus on Fossils                                                                                                                               Page 5 

Post-Show Enrichment Activities 

 

Activity One: Talk a Mile a Minute 

Procedure: 

1. Put students into groups and assign each student in the group a color.  Each 

group should have a green, red, yellow and blue person.   

2. One person, the blue person, from each group will start.  Tell that person to 

face or approach you while the rest of the class turns around or covers their 

eyes. 

3. Either hold up a word for the blue students to see, or quietly tell the student a 

word (for younger students).  The words given will be from the presentation.   

4. The blue student will go back to their group and talk “a mile a minute” about 

their word without saying the word.  The talker is allowed to say anything else 

related to the word during this time, but they cannot say any form of the word.  

The talker will keep talking until someone in the group identifies the word.   

5. The person who identifies the word will be the next speaker for their group.  If 

you prefer, you can choose a different color from the group to be the next 

speaker so that all children will get an equal opportunity to talk. 

Possible words: fossil, paleontologist, extinct, predation, tracks and trails, petrified 

wood, organic traps, amber, sedimentary rock, tracks and trails, etc. 

 

Activity Two: A Fossil’s Life 

1. Read the book Fossils Tell of Long Ago by Aliki.   

2. Give each student or pair of students a fossil or fossil picture.  Students will tell 

the story of that fossil.  The story should include its name, where and when it was 

born, a couple of events in its life, how it died and how it became a fossil. 

 

Activity Three: Simulating Permineralization 

Materials: plastic shoe box, sand, sponge, salt, water, plastic spoon 
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Procedure: 

1. Each group will need a plastic shoe box of sand.  Students will cut a piece 

of sponge into a bone shape.  They will put their name on it using 

permanent marker and bury it in their group’s plastic shoe box of sand.   

2. Mix 100 ml of salt to 250 ml of water and pour the salt water into the 

plastic shoe box.  Make sure you have enough to completely soak the 

sand.   

3. Set the shoe box in a warm, sunny spot or under a heat lamp until the 

water evaporates.  This may take several days.   

4. When it is dry, students will use a plastic spoon to excavate their fossil.  

The sponge is hard because when the water evaporated, the salt was left 

behind in the sponge (this would be a good time to go over evaporation 

and the fact that the salt does not evaporate).  This is like 

permineralization, which is the way most wood and bone is fossilized.   

When an organism is buried, the soft parts of its body, its flesh, decompose.   The 

bones or shell is left.  Some of these hard parts, such as wood, bone or shell, are 

porous.  They are filled with tiny holes like the sponge.  When ground water soaks in, it 

has minerals in it.  The minerals fill up the pores and turn the fossil into rock.  This 

process is called permineralization.   

If you have an example of a petrified tree it would be a great example to show to the 

kids. 

Adapted from Adventures in Paleontology by Thor Hansen and Irwin Slesnick 

 

Activity Four: Identifying Evidence of Fossils 

Materials: 

per student:  newspaper, plastic cup, dinosaur shaped pasta, shell shaped 

pasta, tube shaped pasta to represent a mammoth, a cup of sand, soil and 

mulch. 

  

Procedure: 

1. Cover the desks in newspaper and give each student the supplies 

listed above.   

2. Tell a simple story about how fossils are formed and the layering of the 

Earth.  Students will model this as you speak.   
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3. Have students cover the bottom of their plastic container with sand.  

Tell students that millions of years ago Texas was covered by the 

ocean.  Some of these sea organisms died and were covered with 

sand.  Students will lay down a pasta shell and cover it with sand until 

it is buried.  Eventually, the Earth shifted and the water dried up 

throughout Texas.  Then dinosaurs roamed the area.  Eventually these 

died out, and were covered with more dirt.  Students will lay down a 

dinosaur pasta and cover it with soil.  Millions of years later, the great 

mammoths roamed Texas.  Eventually, they died out.  Students will put 

down a tube shaped pasta and cover it with mulch.  Today, humans 

live in Texas and some of them, called paleontologists, search for the 

fossils of these organisms so that they can learn more about what 

Earth was like in the past.   

 
 
Students should end up with a cup like this:  
 
 
        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Discuss the layers of sedimentary rock and relative dating with the 

students.  Which layer is the oldest?  How do we know that?  What 

does that tell us about what life was like in Texas before the 

dinosaurs?  How do paleontologists know that mammoths roamed the 

Earth after the dinosaurs?   

 

Scientists use something called relative dating to help them determine the order of past 

events without really knowing the age.  The rocks that they are buried in also tell us 

something about that time period.  Show students a shell fossil.  If all of these fossils 

were only found during a certain time period, what does that tell us about the past?  

(They became extinct at a certain time.)  If a scientist finds this dinosaur fossil, how do 

 

             Mammoth  

               (mulch) 

  

 Dinosaurs 

    (soil) 

 

    Shells 

   (sand) 
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they know it is not from the mammoth time period?  (None of them have ever been 

found with a mammoth or in the type of rock from that time period).  Using one of the 

cups that modeled the rock layers, blow on the top to imitate wind.  Model how 

weathering and erosion can affect the discovery of fossils.  

  

 

 

 

 


