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INTRODUCTORY ACTIVITY:  
Where are Fossils Located?

Objective: Learners will analyze maps to identify the distribution of fossils and fossil sites 
across the United States.

Introduction: Many rocks within the United States contain fossils, which are evidence of past ecosystems, 
biodiversity, and even human activity. Studying fossils helps us to understand how Earth has changed and 
the effects those changes have had on living organisms. The National Park Service (NPS) has 288 parks 
that contain fossil resources. These fossils represent the variety of organisms that have lived throughout 
every major geologic time from the Proterozoic (2.5 billion to 539 million years ago [mya]) all the way up to 
Quaternary (2.58 mya to today).

Have learners: 

1.	 Study the map of the age of rocks throughout the United States. The key is in order of geologic age, 
starting with the oldest at the top (Precambrian), and getting younger as you go down the list. Discuss:

	▶ Describe any patterns or trends that you see.

	▶ How do fossils from different geological periods relate to one another? 

	▶ In which rocks do you think you would find fossils that look least like organisms living today? Why do you 
think this?

2.	 Study the map of National Park Service Units with Paleontological Resources.

	▶ Describe any patterns or trends that you see.

	▶ Compare the map of NPS Units with fossils to the map that shows the ages of rocks. What age fossils do 
you think are most common in NPS Units? Use evidence from the maps to support your answer.

	▶ Can you think of some reasons there might be fossils within some National Parks that do not match the 
ages of rocks located there? Discuss how some areas in which “young” (Quaternary age) surface deposits 
that contain fossils are not shown on the bedrock map, or the stones used in the construction of buildings 
on NPS lands may contain fossils from geologic ages that differ from those of the bedrock.

	▶ How many NPS Units with fossils are close to where you live? What types of fossils do you think they have?

a.	 Explore the National Park Service Master List of parks with fossil resources:

i.	 Look through the table “Master List of Parks with Fossil Resources.”

https://www.nps.gov/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/fossils/fossil-parks-list.htm
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ii.	 Click on “State” to sort the list. Scroll to your state to find the names of the parks (Park Unit) that 
have fossils in your state. If your state does not have fossils (or has very few), choose another state 
of interest to you.

iii.	 Click on the link for the “Park Website” and look through the dropdown menu to learn about the 
park and its notable features (e.g., history, nature, education).

iv.	 Discuss what information you found on fossils in the park you chose to learn about.

b.	 Look through other pages created by NPS to highlight parks with significant fossil resources:

•	 Primary Fossil Parks- parks designated primarily because of their fossil resources.

•	 Must See Fossil Sites- information on some of the most significant and most visited fossil sites in 
NPS Units.

•	 Fossil Site Points of Interest- a list of trails, trail stops, and informational kiosks that highlight fossil 
resources in National Parks and National Natural Landmarks. 

c.	 Discuss:

	▶ Why do you think some fossils are significant enough to have a National Park established 
around them?

	▶ What kinds of fossil features make these parks special?

	▶ Why do you think so many fossil sites are preserved in NPS units?

3.	 Scroll to the bottom of the Visit Park Fossils webpage to read the statement about “Leave No Trace.” 
Optionally, read the Leave No Trace Seven Principles to learn more.

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/fossils/primary-fossil-parks.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/fossils/must-see-fossil-sites.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/fossils/fossil-points-of-interest.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/fossils/fossil-parks.htm
https://www.nps.gov/articles/leave-no-trace-seven-principles.htm
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HANDOUT: Where are Fossils Located?

Credit: NPS

Credit: NPS

https://www.nps.gov/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/fossils/fossil-parks-age.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/fossils/fossil-parks-list.htm

