
  

 
 

 

Getting to Know: Fossils 
You and your family love to look at rocks. You decide to go on a trip to a local museum to look 
at more rocks. “Look at this,” you say to your parents. “I see a fish inside this rock!”You notice 
on the display sign that the rock was found miles away from water. You wonder how the fish 
got into the rock. 

How do fish get into rocks? 
The fish you found is the remains of an 

ancient fish. The rock formed after the fish 

died. Fossils are the remains of once-living 

things or the mark or imprint they leave 

behind in the rock. 


Do all living things become 
fossils? 

Sorry, the answer is no. Special conditions 

are needed for fossils to form. Animals 

buried in mud or sand can become fossils. 

This has to happen shortly after the 

animal  dies. 


Not all living things have the chance to be a fossil. Also, certain parts of organisms are more 
likely to become fossils. The hard parts of a living thing are easiest to preserve. The softer 
parts usually disappear before becoming a fossil. 

  A fossil found in Wyoming shows the remains of 
an ancient fish. 

How old are fossils? 
Fossils can be millions of years old. Some of the once-living things found as fossils do not 

exist today. Animals and plants can become extinct. Extinct creatures no longer exist. Many 

creatures are extinct. If creatures aren’t fossilized, we may never know they existed! 


Misconception 1:  Can a fossil form in volcanic rock? 

Fossils usually form in a special type of rock known as sedimentary  rock. These rocks 
contain pieces of other rocks. These pieces are “glued”  together over time. If remains are 
trapped in the sediments, a fossil can form when the sediments become rock. However, 
fossils are sometimes found in rocks that formed from volcanic ash. 
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How do you know the age of a fossil? 
The location of fossils is important. A scientist might ask “How deep was the fossil?”
 
or “What type of rock is around the fossil?” These questions help scientists to give
 
an age for a fossil. But, don’t count on
 
getting an exact date! A scientist might say,
 
“This fossil is between 200,000 and 300,000
 
years old.”
 

My friend says dung can be a fossil. 
Is this true? 

It is true! Bird’s nests and eggshells can be 

fossils. Half-chewed food and even dung can 

be fossils. 


That’s because fossils can be the traces of a 

creature’s life. For example, scientists can tell 

where animals lived by their footprints. These
 
footprints can become fossils too.
 Eggs can become fossils. 

Misconception 2:  Can I find fish fossils on mountains? 

Yes, you could! Living conditions change over time. In the middle of the United States, 
there was once a great ocean. Some of the most common fossils in the Midwest are 
ocean fossils! The Earth is always changing. 

Do fossils contain pieces of the once-living thing? 
Not exactly—the living thing is usually long gone. An imprint of the living thing is left behind. 
Sometimes the minerals in rock completely replace the remains of an organism. In this way, 
wood can become solid rock! 

Can I be a fossil hunter? 
Sure, you just need to learn more about fossils! You can start with books. Fossil hunting is fun. 
You can collect many, many rocks and fossils. It all starts with learning more about them! 
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