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Fossils: Traces of Life Gone By
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A dinosaur dies and is quickly buried under mud. Minerals from the water in the mud replace the minerals in the dinosaur’s bones making a fossil. Over millions of years, the fossil gets buried by layers of earth, or strata. Fossils remain hidden in the ground until geological change, such as earthquakes, open the earth and expose the fossil. Paleontologists are scientists that look for and study fossils. In order to tell which fossil is older, geologists compare the stratum in a technique called stratigraphy. A fossil found in a stratum on the bottom is older than a fossil found in a stratum on the top. Scientists can also determine how old a fossil is by measuring radioactive isotopes, such as Carbon-14, in the fossil. Isotopes decay, or breakdown, at a steady rate and an accurate age of the fossil can be determined. 
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Studying fossils allows us to see that the earth changes dramatically over time. The reason is the earth’s core has a very high temperature (>5,000oC(boiling water is 100oC!). The high temperature can slowly move the continents. About 230 MYA, all 7 of the continents today (North America, Europe, Africa, etc) were one giant continent called Pangea. Over time, the continents separated in a process called continental drift.
Fossils also show that living organisms change over time. New species emerge, while others die. When all members of a species die, it is called extinction. Some extinct species are the Dodo bird and the Tasmanian wolf. 

