
Fossil Findings 

 
Set-up & Supplies:  

• Clay, Plaster of Paris, DIY Salt Dough or playdough (only need 1 of these) 

o If Plaster of Paris- water, mixing bowl, spoon required to make the “clay” 

o IF DIY Salt Dough- 1 ¼ Cups Salt, 5 Cups All-Purpose Flour, 2 cups water, 

mixing bowl, spoon, cookie sheet and foil or wax paper (this recipe makes enough 

for 10 fossils, you can cut down or add as needed) 

• Cooking oil spray (only for plaster of paris and clay) 

• Lid (can be a yogurt lid, or similar) (only for plaster of paris and clay) 

• Leaf from outside  

• Rock Cycle Sheet 

 

How do we know about dinosaurs?  How do we know they even existed?  The only way we 

know that these animals ever lived is by their fossilized bones or tracks.  A fossil is the remains 

or impression of a prehistoric organism preserved in petrified form or as a mold or cast in 

rock. When a fossil is found in the earth a scientist can run tests to date the fossil so we can learn 

and understand the plants and animals that lived in different times.   

 

How are fossils formed?  To answer this we need to remember the rock cycle. All rocks started 

on Earth as igneous (volcanic) rocks.  These are rocks formed from lava.  As the lava cooled, 

igneous rocks were made.  The igneous rocks were broken down by water, ice, wind, or 

vegetation into small bits of rock like sand or silt.  These small bits were carried, usually by 

water, to an area where they piled up on top of each other and compacted to 

form sedimentary rock.  Do you know what sediment is?  It’s stuff in the water that settle out. 

Over time, layers and layers of sediment make sedimentary rock. The third type of rock 

is metamorphic.  As the layers of sedimentary rock get pushed down from the new layers above, 

they get put under tremendous heat and pressure which twists them into new types of rocks – 

metamorphic means “change shape”. Each type of rock can become another type over millions 

of years. 

 

In which type of rock do you think fossils form?  Igneous rocks would burn any living thing to 

ash before it could be hardened into stone.  Metamorphic rocks would also destroy any fossils 

with all the heat and pressure.  Almost all fossils are found in sedimentary rock.  If a plant or 

animal dies near water and gets covered by sediment quickly, it might turn into a fossil.  Why 



does it have to happen quickly?  If it doesn’t get buried fast, scavengers will eat it.  Once an 

animal gets covered, it is still decomposing but much slower.  This gives the sediment time to 

build up and make a cast of it.  Once the animal decomposes completely, there is an imprint left 

in the surrounding rock. This gap slowly fills with other minerals and becomes solid.  A fossil is 

not the actual plant or animal ... it a copy made of different material. 

 

Some of the earliest fossils found is the trilobite. Trilobites are a group of extinct 

marine arachnomorph (spider-shaped) arthropods (“arthropod” means “jointed legs). Trilobites 

form one of the earliest-known groups of arthropods. Today’s arthropods are animals like spiders 

and scorpions, millipedes and centipedes, crustaceans, and insects.  It is a HUGE group.  The 

trilobites were first on Earth around 550 million years ago long before the dinosaurs appeared 

around 230 million years ago.  They lived on the ocean floor and ate smaller bottom living 

animals.  Some were small (less than ½ inch) but some could grow bigger than 2 feet! 

 

These fossils were found in the mountains of Utah at about 6600 feet above sea level.  Does that 

sound correct?  Where did the trilobites live?  And yet these were found in the mountains.  How 

did they get there?  The Earth is constantly changing.  Most of these changes are very, very slow 

so we don’t notice them.  But 550 million years ago this animal lived and died at the bottom of a 

shallow ocean.  Over the years the area where they lived was slowly pushed up until it was above 

sea level by over 6000 feet!  So fossils can tell us a lot about the plant or animal that made it, but 

it can also tell us about the changes in landscape around it.  

 

Let’s make a fossil! We are going to use a leaf found from outside to make a fossil imprint.  

 

Activity: 

1. Go outside and find the leaf or leaves that you want to use to make imprints. Leave the 

stem connected to the leaf or leaves.  

2. If you are using plaster of paris, make the clay using the instructions on the box. If you 

are making the salt dough start by adding all your ingredients to your mixing bowl. Then, 

mix and knead your dough with your hands. Take a spoonful of dough and roll it into a 

ball. If your dough is too sticky, add more flour; if your dough is too crumbly, add more 

water. If you are using clay, start by taking a piece of clay and rolling it into a ball.  

3. Then begin flattening the ball of clay between your palms to look like a pancake. You 

don’t want it to be to thin though.  

4. If using plaster of paris or clay, spray the cooking oil on the lid to act as a non-stick 

agent. If the lid is to oily, the clay will have a hard time drying. If there is to little, the 

clay will stick to the lid. If you are using salt dough, preheat your oven to 350 degrees. 

Lay a piece of foil or wax paper on top of a baking sheet so the dough does not stick. Lay 

your pancake looking dough on the baking sheet.  



5. Now, take the leaf or leaves you picked and press one leaf into one piece of clay or dough 

in order to make an imprint. It will look better if you use the underside of the leaf.  

6. Then gently pull the leaf off the clay or dough. 

7. Set aside to harden if you are using plaster of paris or clay. If you are using salt dough, 

put your baking sheet in the oven and bake for 45 minutes. After 45 minutes, take your 

homemade fossils out of the oven and let cool. Have fun!    

 

 


