
The Importance of Fossils



Scientists look at many kinds of 

data to try to piece together the 

evidence of the evolution of 

organisms

They look at:

1. Fossils 

2. Structures of Organisms 

3. Genetic Information

4. Location of organisms on Earth



Fossils
• Fossils are preserved remains or traces of 

an organism that lived in the past

• Fossils give clues about:

– Past living things in Earth’s history

– The past climate

– Surface changes on Earth

– Events from Earth’s past

• Scientists can use rock layers to 

determine how old fossils are (and vice 

versa)



Fossil Evidence

• A series of related fossils found in different 

layers can show how organisms changed 

over time (evolved)

• Examples:

– Land Mammal Whales

– Dinosaurs Birds

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lp6KKg1MVtA&safe=active

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lp6KKg1MVtA&safe=active


Fossils
• Fossils are usually 

found in 

sedimentary rocks.

• When an organism 

dies, its soft parts 

often decay quickly 

leaving only the hard 

parts to fossilize.

• Ex. Bones, Shells, 

Teeth, or Seeds



Fossil record

• Is evidence that show us that today’s organisms 

descended from a common ancestor. It shows 

us how living things have changed over time



Fossil record

• Layers of sedimentary rock contain fossils 

– new layers cover older ones, creating a record 
over time

– fossils within layers show that a succession of 
organisms have populated Earth throughout a 
long period of time



Evolution of birds
• Archaeopteryx

– lived about 150 mya

– links reptiles & birds
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Land Mammal



2006 Fossil Discovery of Early Tetrapod

• Tiktaalik

– “missing link” from sea to land animals



Different Types of Fossils

• Mold

• Cast

• Petrified

• Preserved (body fossils)

• Carbonized

• Trace



Types of fossils



Mold Fossils

• Mold fossils form when sediments bury an 

organism and the sediments change into 

rock

• The organism decays and leaves behind a 

cavity in the shape of the organism



Cast Fossils

• A cast fossil forms when a mold is filled 

with sand or mud that hardens into the 

shape of the organism



Petrified Fossils

• Petrified fossils form when minerals soak 

into the buried remains of an organism 

(usually plants or trees), and changes 

them into rock





Preserved Fossils

• Preserved fossils form when entire 

organisms or parts of organisms are 

prevented from decaying by being trapped 

in rock, ice, tar, or amber



Trace Fossils
• Trace fossils form when mud or sand 

hardens to stone where a footprint, trail, 

nest, hive, or burrow of an organism was 

left behind



Carbonized fossil

• an extremely thin coating of carbon on 

rock that forms when materials that make 

up an organism become gases and 

escape leaving only carbon behind.


