Out of the Blue: How Animals Evolved from Prehistoric Seas
CLASSROOM ACTIVITY: HOW OLD IS EARTH?

Make Your Own Trace Fossils

This activity aligns with NGSS 3-L54-1: Analyze and interpret data from fossils to provide evidence of
the organisms and the environment in which they lived long ago.

FOSSILS are the remains of ancient life including animals,
plants, and other organisms that date from at least
10,000 years ago.

Fossils come in several types. Body fossils form when

bones become mineralized. Amber fossils form from the
resin of coniferous trees. And trace fossils preserve an
animal’s tracks, burrows, or droppings. Trace fossils are
particularly helpful for understanding an animal’s
behavior—how it moved, lived, and fed.

In this activity, students learn about trace fossils by analyzing clay prints. Each group of
students will prepare three fossils using small objects from the classroom or items brought
from home, then bring their fossils to a “gallery” for display in the classroom. Each group will
then examine and make predictions about the fossils of other groups.

MATERIALS REQUIRED:

- Clay or Play-Doh

- Objects to press into clay (3 objects per group: shells, pencils, toys, bottle caps, or similar)
- Print-outs of Fossil Preparation Sheets and Fossil Observation Lab Sheets

- Optional: cardboard to put under Fossil Preparation Sheets (recommended for stability)

Out of the Blue: How Animals Evolved from Prehistoric Seas (Candlewick
Press, 2021)

| A lively, beautifully illustrated picture book that describes the origins of
life in the oceans and adaptation of animals onto land, starting some 500
| million years ago.
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STEP 1: Watch, Read and Prepare

A. Watch the Quick Dip Video #1: EARLY LIFE, available at www.elizabethshreeve.com and at
the YouTube Channel: Elizabeth Shreeve Books.

Ask questions at end of video and discuss fossils.

QUICK DIP VIDEO #1: EARLY LIFE - Questions

Where did life on our planet begin?

What is a microbe?

Can you name a type of microbe?

How do scientists explore prehistoric life?
What is a fossil?

Can you name a type of fossil?

What can fossils tell us about the past?
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What’s your favorite prehistoric animal?

B. Open the book, Out of the Blue, to the spread showing the millipede wiggling onto shore
(Cambrian to Ordovician Periods).

Discuss:

- Scientists believe that millipede-type animals [ s

were some of the first to move from ocean to iy
land. What evidence (trace fossils) did those
animals leave behind?

- What are other kinds of trace fossils?

C. Form groups of 2-4 students each

D. Print the Fossil Preparation and Fossil
Observation Sheets, below (one set for each
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group). If possible, give each group a piece of
cardboard to put under the Fossil Preparation Sheet; this will provide support when they bring
their work to the gallery.

This curriculum features the STEM picture book
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STEP 2: Make a Fossil Gallery

Now let’s add to the fossil record!

A. Give each group a piece of clay or Play-Doh and ask them to:

- Divide the lumps into three pieces of approximately the same size.

- Put the pieces into the spaces on the Fossil Preparation Sheet and press them into flat disks.

B. Give each group (or have them select) three objects (e.g., paperclip, pencil sharpener, coin,
toy dinosaur); ask them to press them into the clay and then put the object aside.

c. Have one person from the group bring the Fossil Preparation Sheet, with the fossils, to an
area of the classroom—a “fossil gallery” —where all groups will exhibit their products. Note: if
possible, have students put cardboard or other firm surface under the sheets to prevent spills.

STEP 3: Be a Fossil Detective
A. Ask students to give you a thumbs-up when they’ve delivered their fossils to the gallery.

B. Have each group walk through the gallery and observe the fossils on display. They can use the
Fossil Observation Sheets to write down observations about the fossils created by each group.
What do the imprints look like? Do the shapes remind them of anything? What type of object
might have left this particular shape?

D. Ask students to make predictions about the objects that were used to make each fossil.
Discuss within their groups and write their predictions on the Fossil Observation Sheets.

STEP 4: Discussion
A. Ask students to share their predictions.
B. Have each group reveal what objects were used.

C. Discuss as a class. Which fossils were easier or harder to identify? Did anything surprise them?
What types of objects made the best fossils, leaving the clearest imprint? What can fossils reveal
about an animal, based on its footprints or trackways left behind (size, body shape, locomotion).
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Note: This activity works well at home, too. You can find recipes for making fossils online. This
one from the Orland Science Center uses coffee grounds, flour, and salt (warning: use only a
tiny bit of liquid coffee or your fossils will be mushy). Have fun!

Visit www.elizabethshreeve.com for
more activities and resources or to
inquire about an AUTHOR VISIT.
Bye for now!

www.elizabethshreeve.com
@ShreeveBooks
YouTube Elizabeth Shreeve Books

This curriculum features the STEM picture book

Out of the Blue: How Animals Evolved From Prehistoric Seas

by Elizabeth Shreeve, illustrated by Frann Preston-Gannon

Candlewick Press, 2021

More materials at www.ElizabethShreeve.com. 4



FOSSIL PREPARATION SHEET

Instructions:

Choose a group name and write it down, along with each student’s name, in top left.
Divide the clay into 3 pieces. Put one piece in each box below. Flatten it and press a different object into each piece.
Have one person from your group carry this sheet, with fossils, to the front of the room. Be careful not to spill!

Group Name “FOSSIL 1”

Names of Students:

“FOSSIL 2" “FOSSIL 3”

This curriculum features the STEM picture book
Out of the Blue: How Animals Evolved From Prehistoric Seas
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FOSSIL OBSERVATION SHEET

Instructions:
When all groups have finished, your teacher will tell you to observe the fossils of the different groups.
Write down the names of each group and your observations and predictions about their fossils.

Answer this question: what objects did they use for each fossil?

Group Name:

“Fossil 1”:

Group Name:

“Fossil 1”:

“Fossil 2”:

“Fossil 2”:

“Fossil 3”:

“Fossil 3”:

Group Name:

“Fossil 1”:

Group Name:

“Fossil 1”:

“Fossil 2”:

“Fossil 2”:

“Fossil 3”:

“Fossil 3”:
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