
 

 

Educator Guide 
Dinosaurs Unearthed       features more than 20 life-sized roaring, moving dinosaurs, full 
skeletons, fossils, and reports on significant dinosaur discoveries. Learn about what the 
dinosaurs ate, when and where they lived, how they protected themselves, and how they 
adapted to their prehistoric world. 
 
Dinosaurs Unearthed      
also features new scientific 
findings that prove the 
existence of feathered 
dinosaurs. Be among the first 
to see what they looked like! 
The feathered dinosaurs in 
the exhibit bring to life the 
variety of new bird-like 
dinosaurs being discovered in 
northeastern China. This 
“window” into the past has 
provided a unique “snapshot” 
of a previously unknown fossil 
ecosystem. 
 
Use this resource to help 
understand information about 
the most recent finds and how 
they have changed our 
previous knowledge and 
image of dinosaurs. 
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KEY TERMS AND CONCEPTS: 
carnivore 
Cretaceous    
extinct  
herbivore 

fossil  
gastroliths  
Jurassic    
paleontologist 

sauropod  
theropod 
Triassic

 
Animatronic Dinosaurs in Dinosaurs Unearthed
Allosaurus 
Alxasaurus 
Apatosaurus 
Baryonyx 
Confuciusornis 
Dilong 
Dilophosurus 

Gigantoraptor 
Microraptor 
Omeisaurus 
Parasaurolophus 
Protoceratops 
Pterosaurs 
Sinosauropteryx 

Stegosaurus 
Triceratops 
Tyrannosaurus rex 
Velociraptor 
Yangchuanosaurus 

 
A BRIEF LOOK INTO THE WORLD OF DINOSAURS: 
Dinosaurs lived on Earth 230 million years ago, and they became extinct about 65 million 
years ago according to fossil finds. This means they were here for 165 million years! 
Scientists can only guess what they looked like, what they ate, where they lived and how they 
died. In the past there have been several theories of how dinosaurs became extinct: egg-
eating mammals ate all the dinosaurs' eggs; a continental shift caused the climate to change, 
and shallow areas where animals could graze and drink began to disappear; a large star 
close to earth exploded, emitting deadly cosmic rays that destroyed the dinosaurs; or a 
meteorite storm on earth caused huge clouds of dust to block the rays of the sun, which 
caused a breakdown in the food chain. First the plants would die, then the herbivores and 
finally the carnivores from lack of food.   
 
The current leading theory involves the Chicxulub Crater.  It is believed that a large comet or 
asteroid the size of a small city slammed into Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula approximately 65 
million years ago.  The impact produced fires, acid rain, and tsunami-like destructive waves.  
The collision gouged a crater nearly eight miles deep and sent 12,000 cubic miles of rock, dirt 
and debris into the Earth’s atmosphere.  The debris blocked the sun, causing extreme 
changes in the Earth’s climate.  This is believed to have been the end of the dinosaurs as 
well as many other animal species on Earth.   
 

 
http://www.space.com/images/h_chicxulub_before_03.jpg 
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The Chicxulub Crater is so large that until more recently, it was completely overlooked as a 
major piece in our dinosaur extinction puzzle. 
 
Further evidence of this theory is seen in the K-T boundary in rock formations around the 
world. The K-T boundary is a geological signature, usually a thin band of sediment, dated to 
approximately 65 million years ago. K is the traditional abbreviation for the Cretaceous 
Period, and T is the abbreviation for the Tertiary Period. The boundary marks the end of the 
Mesozoic Era, and the beginning of the Cenozoic Era, and is associated with the 
Cretaceous–Tertiary extinction event, a mass extinction. 

 

 
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/24/Yucatan_chix_crater.jpg 

 3



 

Mesozoic Era – the age of Dinosaurs: 248 to 65 million years ago 
 

During the Mesozoic Era, the Planet Earth was much different than it is today. Overall, the 
climate was hotter. Deserts or unfamiliar prehistoric vegetation covered the land. Flowering 
plants, such as those we have today, did not exist during most of the Mesozoic. Instead of 
grasses and broad-leafed trees there were ferns and forests of conifers, palm-like cycads and 
tall tree ferns. The coastlines were unrecognizable compared to today. 

The Triassic Period 

 
http://www.dorlingkindersley-
uk.co.uk/static/clipart/uk/dk/exp_dinosaur/image_exp_dino023.jpg 
 

The first dinosaurs appeared in the Triassic 
Period. They coexisted with crocodilians, 
lizards, pterosaurs, and tortoises. Ferns 
and palm-like cycadeoids and cycads grew 
near streams and conifers on drier lands. 
Vast, hot deserts covered the inland areas. 
During the Triassic, all of the world’s land 
was part of a giant continent called 
Pangaea. Surrounding this was a single 
ocean called Panthalassa. As Pangaea 
started to break up, the Tethys Sea formed 
between its northern and southern halves.

The Jurassic Period 

http://www.dorlingkindersley-
uk.co.uk/static/clipart/uk/dk/exp_dinosaur/image_exp_dino026.jpg 
 
 
 

The continents fragment. Moist air rains on 
inland deserts. Cycads, cycadeoids, ferns 
and horsetails grew near water with 
conifers growing on dryer ground. 
Dinosaurs eventually shared the land with 
the first birds and small mammals while 
continuing to share with the crocodilians 
and pterosaurs. During this time, Pangaea 
split into northern Laurasia and southern 
Gondwana. As these continents drifted 
apart, distinct communities of dinosaurs 
evolved on each continent. South America 
and Africa were still joined together.  

The Cretaceous Period

 
http://www.dorlingkindersley-
uk.co.uk/static/clipart/uk/dk/exp_dinosaur/image_exp_dino029.jpg 
 

Dinosaurs reached their peak in both 
variety and numbers during the Cretaceous 
period. Conifers and broad-leaved trees 
that looked similar to some of the trees we 
have today appeared as well as modern 
looking frogs, snakes, birds and mammals. 
Dinosaurs still ruled the land at this time. 
The continents began to take on their 
present forms in the Cretaceous. Shallow 
seas came and went, dividing the 
continents into separate islands. Toward 
the end of the Cretaceous, North America 
was cut into eastern and western islands. 
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TELLING THEIR STORY THROUGH WHAT WAS LEFT BEHIND: 
 
Bone fossils -  
We often find bones or shells from animals that lived a long time ago. While this bone 
has fossilized, it can tell us a lot about the animal to which it belonged. From these 
fossilized bones we can learn how well the dinosaur ate, if it had certain diseases like 
arthritis or cancer, and sometimes we can even tell how old it was when it died. 
 
Bone/body fossils give clues to how the dinosaurs lived.  

• Teeth and claws indicate what they ate and how they got their food and whether 
they hunted and killed their prey, scavenged for meat already dead or ate plants. 

• Skeletal structure suggests how they moved:  
o Whether they walked on their two hind legs, on all 4’s or crawled 
o Whether they were fast or slow, agile or plodding  
o Whether they had hands capable of grasping or forepaws with claws. 

• Bony structures such as horns, tusks, crest frills or armor provide clues about 
how dinosaurs may have interacted: 

o  Whether they were capable of attacking or defending themselves or 
getting noticed by the opposite sex  

 

 
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/ab/Palais_de_la_Decouverte_Tyrannosaurus_rex_p1050042.jpg 

 

 
Fast Fact:  
Only about 3% of dinosaur fossils found are from meat eaters. There must be 
many more plant eaters to balance the food chain. If there were too many 
carnivores then they would die out from a lack of food.
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TELLING THEIR STORY THROUGH WHAT WAS LEFT BEHIND: 
 
Trace fossils - 
Trace Fossils, or fossils that show evidence of life without being the actual bones from 
an organism, support our theories about dinosaur behavior. 

• The footprints of dinosaurs walking through mud along the shores of ancient 
waterways have been fossilized. These trackways give us valuable clues about 
the way in which the dinosaurs moved and whether they traveled in groups. 
Paleontologists can figure out how fast a dinosaur moved based on its footprints. 
Footprints also suggest a good deal about social behavior – as well as antisocial 
behavior – among the dinosaurs. Group tracks provide indications of herding 
together among plant eating dinosaurs, and of hunting in packs among some 
meat-eaters. Sometimes the footprints of theropods appear on top of those of 
herbivores, suggesting that the herbivores were being stalked. These tracks 
provide evidence against the view that many meat-eaters were scavengers who 
waited for their food to die rather than killing it themselves.  

• Some trackways, because of their direction, location, and the large number of 
footprints they contain, have suggested to paleontologists that certain dinosaurs 
migrated. For example, a number of trackways consist of prints made by 30 or 
more different dinosaurs all going the same direction.   

• Coprolites, or dinosaur feces, can tell us a lot about the diet of the dinosaur as 
well as the surroundings and environment. The coprolites of herbivores can 
contain the remains of partially digested plant material and seeds. This 
information tells us what plants were available and preferred by the dinosaur that 
digested them long ago. The coprolites of carnivores on the other hand, might 
show us bone fragments of another unlucky dinosaur.  

 

 
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/9e/Dinosaur_track.jpg 

Fast Fact: Because the 
Earth has changed 
dramatically in the last 
65 million years, dinosaur 
fossils are found in all 
sorts of places. A 
fossilized seashore with 
dinosaur tracks, for 
example, may have 
been tossed by 
geologic forces to form 
the nearly-vertical side 
of a cliff, making it look 
as if the dinosaur had 
been running up the 
cliff. Be careful how you 
interpret your trace 
fossils! 

 6



 
 

DINO WITH AN IDENTITY CRISIS: What happened to Brontosaurus? 
 

Many of us grew up with a long necked sauropod dinosaur named Brontosaurus.  He 
was one of the staple dinosaurs we knew and loved growing up but one day we hear 
that there is no such dinosaur as a Brontosaurus.  Why do we no longer have a 
dinosaur by that name?   
 
Brontosaurus was a misnamed and misunderstood dinosaur. In taxonomy, the 
classification of plants and animals, there are a few basic rules to follow. The first is that 
each species has its own type specimen. This means that for every species, there 
needs to be an example for others to use to compare with their own finds to see if they 
might in fact be the same species. The second rule is pretty basic. If more than one 
specimen is discovered and named, the name that was the oldest was the name to go 
by. That is the case with Brontosaurus who was discovered in 1879 by Othniel Charles 
Marsh. Marsh was one of the pre-eminent paleontologists of the 19th century, who 
discovered and named many fossils found in the American West. Marsh is also known 
for the so-called “Bone Wars” waged against Edward Drinker Cope, America's other 
great vertebrate paleontologist of the period. The two men were fiercely competitive, 
discovering and documenting more than 120 new species of dinosaur between them.  
 
The two men started out as friends, collecting fossils together in the eastern United 
States. Legend has it that the feud between the men began when Marsh paid some of 
Cope's hired diggers to send fossils to him and not to Cope. Matters became worse in 
1870, when Cope published a description of Elasmosaurus, a giant plesiosaur, and 
Marsh gleefully pointed out that Cope had accidentally placed the skull on the wrong 
end of the specimen. For the next twenty years, the two men attacked and slandered 
each other in print, while they and their crews raced to find the most new fossils. Each 
scientist hired field crews to unearth and ship back fossils as fast as possible.  
 
Meanwhile, the two scientists worked furiously to describe their fossils. In their haste, 
they often based descriptions of new species on sparse material, and sometimes mixed 
up bones from different animals, or gave different names to the same animal. This is 
how the mix up of Brontosaurus came about. In 1877, Marsh hastily described a new 
species of sauropod dinosaur, which he named Apatosaurus.  Marsh had only some 
vertebrae and part of the pelvis at the time to form his description. 
 
In 1879, he hastily named and described another sauropod, Brontosaurus, also based 
on incomplete material. In 1883, after more of the skeleton had been unearthed, he 
presented a full reconstruction of the skeleton of Brontosaurus. Not until 1903 did 
paleontologist Elmer Riggs show that the bones described as Brontosaurus and 
Apatosaurus belonged to the same species of dinosaur. By the rules of scientific 
naming, the first name given a species supersedes all others. This makes Brontosaurus 
no longer a valid scientific name. As if that weren't enough, Marsh had mistakenly given 
his skeleton of Brontosaurus the skull of a third sauropod, Camarasaurus -- an error that 
many paleontologists suspected, but that wasn't conclusively shown to be wrong until 
the 1970s.  
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http://www.baystatereplicas.com/images/pic_camara_skull.jpg 

Fast Fact: 
Dinosaurs had relatively lightweight, flexible skulls with lots of holes. These holes 
had several purposes. They cut down on the weight of the skulls so that they 
were not too heavy, and they helped carnivores keep bones from breaking 
while eating a squirming meal. Ceratopsians, like Triceratops, are the exception; 
they had very large solidly built skulls.  Their complex, lightweight construction 
makes it hard to find complete dinosaur skulls now. They break up easily during 
the fossilization process. 

 
www.dorlingkindersley-uk.co.uk 

Tyrannosaurus vs. human brain:  
Cerebrum (green) is smaller than humans 
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How Are Dinosaurs Related to Birds? 
(Adapted from an American Museum of Natural History press release.) 

 
Paleontologists have theorized 
that since dinosaurs are 
related to birds, was it possible 
that dinosaur could have 
feathers?  The answer is yes.  
Fossils of Archaeopteryx 
include well-preserved 
feathers, but it was not until 
the early 1990s that dinosaur 
fossils were discovered with 
preserved feathers.  Most of 
the dinosaurs found to have 
feathers are from the Yixian 
formation in China.  Consisting 
of layers of volcanic and 
sedimentary rock, the Yixian 
Formation in China's Liaoning 
Province has yielded an 
enormous variety of fossil fish, 
birds, insects, reptiles, shrimp, 
flowers, mammals, and 
dinosaurs dating back to late 
Jurassic and early Cretaceous 
times-between 145 and 120 
million years ago. At that time, 
the region was dotted with 
freshwater lakes and 
volcanoes. Volcanic 
explosions rained fine ash into 
the lakes, and animals that 
died or fell into the water were 
quickly buried in the fine-
grained sediment at the 
bottom. Because they were 
buried so quickly, with so little 
oxygen available to promote 
decay, the fossil animals found 
in the Yixian Formation have 
delicate features almost 
impossibly preserved from 
feathers and fish scales to 
patterns on insect wings. 
 

 
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/19/Dave_NGMC_91.jpg
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Arm, skull and tail of a fossilized dinosaur believed to be either a juvenile specimen of 

Sinornithosaurus or new genus. 
 
In the past two decades, other birdlike dinosaurs and dinosaur-like birds have been 
unearthed at fossil sites around the world, including those in Madagascar, Mongolia, 
Patagonia, and Spain. Together with the Chinese fossils, they provide strong evidence 
that birds evolved from theropod dinosaurs.  
 
The link between dinosaurs and birds was first noted in the mid-1800s by naturalist 
Thomas Henry Huxley, who observed that birds were built much like reptiles, but with a 
beak instead of teeth and with three reptilian fingers hidden inside their wings. In the 
1970s, John Ostrom of Yale University launched a meticulous comparison of the 
anatomical features of dinosaurs and the oldest known bird, Archaeopteryx. 
 

 

Today we know that theropod dinosaurs and birds 
share more than 100 anatomical features, including a 
wishbone, swiveling wrists, and three forward-
pointing toes. Among all advanced theropods, the 
swift-running dromaeosaurs are thought to be the 
most closely related to birds. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Archaeopteryx 
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/d6/SArchaeopteryxBerlin2.jpg 
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From the Fieldtrip to the Classroom:  
Activities for your Students 

 
 
The following activities have been designed to provide your students with the 
opportunity to use this exhibit as a hands-on learning experience, relate the exhibits to 
your life sciences curriculum and proficiency standards.  The activities are designed to 
be completed either by individual students or small groups of students.  Select and 
make your own copies of the activities that are appropriate for the learning goals of your 
fieldtrip experience.   
 
Note to teachers: 
A list of the dinosaurs in the Dinosaurs Unearthed exhibit is included for your 
reference on the second page of this packet and as a method to assign students to a 
particular exhibit.  Selection of a particular dinosaur and or fossil will encourage 
students to explore a variety of research opportunities that can be shared later in the 
classroom.  A chaperone or adult must be present with students at all times while in the 
Dinosaurs Unearthed       exhibit. 
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The following activities 
are suggestions of 
how to incorporate 
your visit of 
Dinosaurs Unearthed       
at the Detroit Science 
Center back into your 
classroom.You will need
to adapt the activities to
your particular grade level 
and learning styles.   

 
Originally published in: Marsh, O.C. (1896). "The dinosaurs of North America."  

 
Exhibit Activity:  Fossil and Dig Site 
Supplies: questions and writing utensils 
Directions: Use the following questions to guide and focus the attention of your 
students through the exhibit. 
 

Select a fossil to investigate: 
1. Describe what the fossil looks like. 
2. What animal is the fossil from? 
3. What does the fossil tell you about the animal? 
4. Was the animal a carnivore or an herbivore?  How do you know? 
5. How many years ago did the animal live? 
6. Where was the fossil found? 
7. How do you think the animal died? 

 
Exhibit Activity/Classroom Activity: Recording observations in your field journal 
Supplies:  Field Journal Worksheet provided with this packet, writing utensils 
Directions: Have the students work as teams to study one of the dinosaurs in the 
exhibit.  They are going to report back to the class what their team discovered about the 
dinosaur they researched.  The students will use their findings from their Discovery 
Field Work Journals to help remember the dinosaur they researched. 
 
For the presentation, have the students include information on the following: 
 

1. Locate on a map where the skeletons of their dinosaur have been found.   
2. Describe the characteristics of the dinosaur.  Describe the eyes, teeth, stance, 
skin texture, etc. Tell us what makes your dinosaur different form the rest.   
3. Have the students demonstrate how the dinosaurs moved. 
4. Have the students place a mark of the Mesozoic Period timeline showing the 
breakdown of the Jurassic, Cretaceous and Triassic time periods.  (For older 
students.) 
5. Was the dinosaur an herbivore, carnivore or omnivore? 
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Classroom activities:  
Here are a few activities that you 
can use to reinforce what your 
students learned on their field trip. 

 
 
Classroom activity: Science meets Language Arts  
Supplies: paper and writing/drawing utensils 
Directions: If you have a writing center in your classroom, this is a way to incorporate 
what the students learned during their visit with the development of their creative writing 
skills.  

• Pretend you are a paleontologist.  Using the information you have gathered write 
a story, diary entry or letter to a friend describing your discovery.  Include how 
you will preserve the fossil and remove it from the dig site.  Also include in your 
writing, some future questions about your discovery that you would like to 
investigate. 

• Draw a picture of a dinosaur that you enjoyed in the exhibit.  Include the 
environment, what it ate, what you think the world looked like when your dinosaur 
was alive, etc.  Write a paragraph to describe your picture and your feelings 
about this dinosaur. 

• Write a journal entry about what you think life might be like on a dino dig 
excursion.  What do you do, what do you see, what do you feel?  Find anything 
special? 

 

 

Classroom Activity: 
Feed me! 
Supplies: Worksheet, 
writing utensils, pictures 
of various dinosaurs 
Directions: Determine 
which dinosaurs were 
herbivores or carnivores 
by their features.  Use 
the worksheet provided 
in the student packet to 
compare and contrast 
the teeth of carnivores 
and herbivores.  Make it 
into a game by having 
teams play against each 
other.  
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Classroom Activity: Dinosaur “MySpace” 
Supplies: Information the students found in the exhibit or from a dinosaur they 
researched in class, poster board, writing utensils 
Directions: Kids love chatting online and this is a way for them to develop a page for 
their dinosaur.  Have the students draw a picture, add likes and dislikes, the time period 
when they were alive and any other information they have found out about their 
dinosaur.  Once the students have finished their dino “MySpace” page, have them “add 
friends” by going around to the other groups.   
For younger students: You may select friends based on if your dinosaur is an herbivore 
or a carnivore.  If you are both herbivores, you can be friends.  If you are both 
carnivores, or a carnivore and a herbivore, you cannot be friends.  Have students add 
the list of who they would have been able to be friends with to their board. 
For older students: The students will not be able to add friends that are not in their same 
time period.  For example a dinosaur from the late Triassic would not be friends with a 
dinosaur from the Cretaceous period.  When we think of dinosaurs, many people do not 
realize that they were not all here at the same time.  They were here over millions of 
year.  Although Allosaurus and T. rex look like they are very similar dinosaurs, they 
were here at completely different times and would have never known each other.  
Background information for teacher: The Mesozoic extended roughly 180 million 
years: from 251 million years ago (Mya) to when the Cenozoic era began 65 Mya. This 
time frame is separated into three geologic periods. From oldest to youngest: 

Triassic (251 Mya to 199 Mya) 
Jurassic (199 Mya to 145 Mya) 
Cretaceous (145 Mya to 65 Mya) 
 

Classroom Activity: Dinosaur Detectives 
Supplies: list of dinosaur cards, pile of cut dino cards from worksheets (pages 20-24) 
Directions: When in the field at a dinosaur dig, sometimes the paleontologists do not 
know what they have actually found. They can tell it is important but further research 
back at the lab will be able to provide more information than what they have available 
out in the field.  
 
Have each student pick a dinosaur card that is laying face down in a pile between 
each pair of students.  This is the dinosaur that they found on their pretend dig site. Let 
them take turns asking questions about the dinosaur card the other person is holding.  
The students will use deductive reasoning to narrow the choices until they choose the 
correct dinosaur. 
 
Sample questions include: 

• Am I a meat eater (carnivore) or a plant eater (herbivore)? 
• Am I tall or short? 
• Do I have sharp teeth or flatter teeth? 
• Do I have a long tail or a short tail?  
• Do I have a long snout or a short snout? 
• Do I have a long neck or a short neck? 
• Do I walk on two legs or four? 
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image by Matt Martyniuk http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/1/1f/Largestdinosaursbysuborder_scale.png/800px-Largestdinosaursbysuborder_scale.png 
 

Scale diagram of the largest known dinosaurs (length and mass) of four suborders: Sauropodomorpha 
(Amphicoelias fragillimus), Cerapoda (Lambeosaurus laticaudus), Theropoda (Spinosaurus aegyptiacus), 
and Thyreophora (Stegosaurus stenops). Compared in size with a human. Each grid section represents 1 
square meter. 
 

Classroom Activity: How big is your dinosaur? 
Supplies: gym or a playground, long rope and pictures of different dinosaurs 
Directions: When talking about different dinosaurs, we often forget how large they 
really were.  Children may have a difficult time visualizing the size of their favorite 
dinosaurs.  Have each group of students represent a different dinosaur.  With their 
groups, have the students take the measurement of their dinosaur and measure out the 
complete length from head to tail with the rope.  Cut the rope to represent the length of 
their dinosaur.  Compare dinosaurs with the other groups to see who is the longest, who 
is the shortest, how much longer was one dinosaur than another, etc. Two dinosaurs 
that are fun to compare are Compsognathus and Brachiosaurus.  Compsognathus was 
a small carnivore the size of a chicken.  On average it was only 18” long.  
Brachiosaurus on the other hand was a large herbivore and was about 85’ long.  Have 
the students hold onto the rope and distribute themselves evenly along the length.  
Designate one end as the head and one as the tail.  Tell the head to wave the tail and 
see how long it takes for the students to pass the message along.  
 
Classroom Activity: Name your own dino 
Supplies: Worksheet, writing utensils 
Directions: Many dinosaur names come from ancient Greek and Latin words that tell 
you about the dinosaur.  Use the words below to create your own name for a dinosaur.  
Draw a picture and then describe its general characteristics. 
 

Use these as the first part of a name: 
Aqua – water 
Brachio – arm 
Bronte – thunder 
Cory – helmut 
Di – two 
Dino – terrible 
Diplo – double 
Lopho – crest 

Macro – big 
Micro – small 
Mono – one 
Octo – eight 
Odon – tooth 
Orni – bird 
Pachy – thick 
Pedo – foot 

Phyto – plant 
Poly – many 
Pteryg – wing 
Scolo – crooked 
Tri – three 
Tyrannos – terrible 
Xeno – strange 

 

Use these as the last part of the name: 
gnathus – jaw saurus – lizard podia – feet 
 

Either first or last part: 
Cephalic – head            Coel – hollow gut            Derma – skin            Phile - loving
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Classroom Activity: Fossil Dig 
Supplies: rope toilet paper, dental picks 
(ask your dentist to save them for you), 
toothbrushes, goggles, paint brushes, 
bags, notebooks and pencils 
Directions: Talk about the tools of a 
paleontologist.  Have the students go out 
on a fossil dig either at your school or when 
they are at home in their backyards.  If you 
are in an urban location and prefer your 
students to work on a dig together, fill a 
sand box or mark off an area on the 
playground.  Hide fake dinosaur bones or 
some of our local fossils in sand or bury 
them in the dirt before the students are 
aware of the activity.  After the discussion 
of the tools of paleontology, have the 
students form a grid over the dig site with 
string. Let each child have a section of the 
grid or have them work in pairs. Have the 
students actually use the brushes, picks 
and shovels to locate and clean their 

findings.  It is not necessary to use the 
hammers and plaster but to add to the fun, 
have the students wrap their findings in 
toilet paper!  Make sure they keep a journal 
with a log of their findings as well as the 
location of the artifact and any notes they 
think might be important for later. 
 
 
Background information for teacher: 
Paleontologists use tools such as toilet 
paper, burlap, plaster, cameras, rock 
hammers, dental picks, toothbrushes, 
goggles, paint brushes, rock axes, bags, 
notebooks, water, and squirt bottles to help 
them at the dig site.  Once the fossils are 
unearthed using the rock hammers, dental 
picks and toothbrushes, they are wrapped 
in something called a field jacket. Field 
jackets are made from wrapping the fossils 
in layers of wet toilet paper with a final coat 
of burlap soaked in wet plaster. How many 
of you have had broken bones before? Did 
the doctor make you wear a cast? We wrap 
the fossils in this manner because they are 
very fragile. These fossils have been 
underground for millions of years and when 
they are exposed to the air, they begin to 
weather and break apart. We wrap our 
findings in wet toilet paper to protect the 
bones from the plaster cast we apply over 
the toilet paper. Once the fossils are 
unearthed and wrapped in a field jacket, 
they are transported back to the lab to be 
identified.
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Classroom Activity: Dinosaur yoga – stand like a dinosaur! 
Supplies: Large pictures or posters of several dinosaurs from several of the different groups 
of dinosaurs such as Stegosaurus, Brachiosaurus and Allosaurus.  
Directions and background information: Paleontologists do research in the field at a dig 
site, but they also have lots of work to do in the lab once they return from the dig.  They must 
figure out the clues that the bones are telling them about that particular dinosaur.  We have 
several dinosaurs used as examples here.  Paleontologists put together these skeletons to 
see how the dinosaur would have stood and moved.  Take a close look at the legs and tell 
me what we see.  Now you are going to move as if you were the dinosaur to give some 
insight as to how they lived. 

Q: Are Stegosaurus’ legs longer in the front or the back? 
A: They are short in the front and long in the back. 

Have the children stand like Stegosaurus with straight legs (long) and arms on the floor 
(short) so that their heads are close to the ground. 

  Q: Where is Stegosaurus’ head? What do you think Stegosaurus ate?  
  A: Plants that grew close to the ground. 

Stegosaurus had adapted to his environment and we can tell from his posture that he ate 
plants that were close to the ground. 

  Q: Are Brachiosaurus’ legs longer in the front or the back? 
A: They are long in the front and shorter in the back. 

Have the children stand like Brachiosaurus by hunching down with long front arms and bent 
back legs.    

Q: Where is Brachiosaurus’ head? What do you think Brachiosaurus ate? 
A: Plants and leaves that grew high in the trees. 

Brachiosaurus was able to reach branches that the smaller dinosaurs could not reach.  Think 
of a giraffe.  Both of these animals adapted to their environment for survival. 

  Q: Are Allosaurus’ legs longer in the front or back? 
  A: They are much longer and stronger in the back, with small arms in front. 

Everyone stand like Allosaurus.  Allosaurus was a carnivore.  Carnivore is another way to say 
meat-eater.  Allosaurus needed big strong legs to move quickly after prey.  Allosaurus also 
has short little front arms.  Paleontologists believe that these small arms were not useful for 
catching the prey, instead Allosaurus used these small arms to latch onto the prey while 
eating. 

Add as many dinosaurs as you wish to extend the activity. 
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