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Lessons 4–5
Regional Fossils

Prepare
In this set of lessons, students learn about the past environment of their region as they continue 
to explore the Focus Question for Concept 1: What do fossils reveal about the past? In Lesson 4, 
students make observations about regional fossils to describe the past environment of their region. 
In Lesson 5, students observe their present-day environment and compare it with their region’s past 
environment to learn that patterns in fossils can provide evidence of changes in an environment 
over time.

Student Learning

Knowledge Statement
Fossils can provide evidence of changes in an environment over time.

Objectives
 ▪ Lesson 4: Observe regional fossils to learn about the past environment of a region.

 ▪ Lesson 5: Compare the past environment with the present-day environment to learn that 
environments can change over time.

Concept 1: Fossil Evidence
Focus Question

What do fossils reveal about the past?

Phenomenon Question

What can fossils reveal about our 
region?
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Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills Addressed

3.3A  Analyze, evaluate, and critique scientific explanations by using evidence, logical reasoning, and experimental and observational testing. 
(Addressed)

3.3B  Represent the natural world using models such as volcanoes or the Sun, Earth, and Moon system and identify their limitations, including size, 
properties, and materials. (Addressed)

3.3C   Connect grade-level appropriate science concepts with the history of science, science careers, and contributions of scientists. (Addressed)

3.4  Collect, record, and analyze information using tools, including cameras, computers, hand lenses, metric rulers, Celsius thermometers, wind vanes, rain 
gauges, pan balances, graduated cylinders, beakers, spring scales, hot plates, meter sticks, magnets, collecting nets, notebooks, and Sun, Earth, and 
Moon system models; timing devices; and materials to support observation of habitats of organisms such as terrariums and aquariums. (Addressed)

3.9A  Observe and describe the physical characteristics of environments and how they support populations and communities of plants and animals 
within an ecosystem. (Addressed)

3.9C  Describe environmental changes such as floods and droughts where some organisms thrive and others perish or move to new locations. (Addressed)

English Language Proficiency Standards Addressed

2E   Use visual, contextual, and linguistic support to enhance and confirm understanding of increasingly complex and elaborated spoken language.

4A    Learn relationships between sounds and letters of the English language and decode (sound out) words using a combination of skills such 
as recognizing sound-letter relationships and identifying cognates, affixes, roots, and base words.

Materials

Lesson 4 Lesson 5

Student Science Logbook (Lesson 4 Activity Guide) ● ●

Regional Fossil Cards (1 set per group) ●

Science Logbook (Lesson 5 Activity Guide) ●

Teacher United States Regional Map (Lesson 4 Resource A) ●

Paleozoic Era Illustration (Lesson 4 Resource D) ●

Pedersen Glacier Photographs (Lesson 5 Resource) ●

Preparation Find a photograph that shows a location in the region where students live. ●

Prepare Regional Fossil Cards (see Lesson 4 Resource B). ●
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Lesson 5
Objective: Compare the past environment with the present-day environment to learn that 
environments can change over time.

Launch  7 minutes 

Display the photographs of Pedersen Glacier (Lesson 5 Resource).

Ask students to Think–Pair–Share as they respond to the following questions.

 ►What is similar about the two photographs?

 ▪ Both pictures have snow in them. 

 ▪ I can see mountains in the background. 

Agenda
Launch (7 minutes)

Learn (33 minutes)

 ▪ Make Observations about 
the Present-Day Environment 
(25 minutes)

 ▪ Compare the Past Environment 
with the Present-Day 
Environment (8 minutes)

Land (5 minutes)
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 ►What is different about the two photographs?

 ▪ One photograph is black and white and the other is in color. 

 ▪ One has a grassy field and the other has ice and snow. 

 ▪ The first photograph looks like it has water in it, but the second one doesn’t. 

Inform students that the photographs were taken at the same location in Alaska, but the first 
photograph was taken in the summer of 1917, and the second photograph was taken in the 
summer of 2005.

 ► Imagine that people were born in this location 100 years ago. If those people still live there  
today, how do you think they would describe how the environment has changed during 
their lifetime?

 ▪ The ice and water changed to a grassy field. 

 ▪ The ice and snow melted so there is no longer a lake. 

 ▪ Snow is still in the background, so the water has moved somewhere else. 

Tell students that in this lesson they will describe how their region’s environment has changed over time 
as they continue to investigate the Phenomenon Question What can fossils reveal about our region?

Remind students of the sketch they drew of their region’s past environment at the end of the 
previous lesson. Suggest that drawing a sketch to show the present-day environment will allow them 
to compare the past and the present. But before they can draw their sketch, they need to make 
observations about their present-day environment.

Learn  33 minutes 

Make Observations about the Present-Day Environment  25 minutes 

Explain to students that they will go outside to make observations of their present-day environment. 
Before taking students outside, discuss what they should record in their Science Logbooks 
(Lesson 5 Activity Guide) during this activity. 

Teacher Note
If weather conditions do not allow for 
students to go outside safely, consider 
having students make observations 
through a classroom window or showing 
students photographs of the local 
environment. If showing photographs, 
make sure the photographs include 
plants, animals, and geologic features 
that would help students identify changes 
that have occurred over time (2E).
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 ►What kinds of observations will help us describe the present-day environment around 
our school? 

 ▪ I think we should record everything we see. 

 ▪ We should probably describe the plants and animals that we see and what the environment 
looks like. 

 ▪ We could record the temperature and whether there is any precipitation. 

Confirm with students that they should record observations about any organisms they see as well  
as descriptions of the nonliving parts of the environment, such as the weather conditions and the shapes 
and kinds of any land features or bodies of water. 

Safety Note
Tell students that they must not touch the plants or wildlife they come across while making their 
observations outside.

Take students outside and allow them approximately 10 minutes to record their observations  
by writing descriptions and drawing sketches in their Science Logbooks (Lesson 5 Activity Guide).  
When students finish recording observations, return to the classroom and lead a discussion to help 
them express what they notice about their observations.

 ►What do you notice? 

 ▪ I saw a few small trees that had birds in them. 

 ▪ I saw a parking lot with cars in it. 

 ▪ There is a park with a field to play soccer and a pond nearby. 

 ►Based on your observations, how would you describe the present-day environment around 
our school?

 ▪ The environment is a city that has a lot of buildings and roads. 

 ▪ There are large fields on both sides of the school and a small lake behind the school. Geese live 
by the lake. 

 ▪ It is cold outside today, but it is not raining. 

 ▪ Our environment has a lot of trees. 

Teacher Note
If students have access to weather 
devices, consider having students use 
them to record weather data before 
making other observations about their 
environment. Recording weather data 
will help students understand that 
weather conditions are part of their 
environment.

Differentiation
English learners might have difficulty 
identifying the names of specific 
organisms. Allow these students to use 
more general language to describe 
organisms. For example, students can 
identify whether an organism is a plant 
or an animal.

Content Area Connection: Art
Tell students that artists may make  
many sketches before developing the 
final work of art. Encourage students 
to think about why scientists draw 
sketches, and use this discussion 
to help students compare the purpose 
of sketches in science with the purpose 
of sketches in art.

Teacher Note
Student responses will vary depending 
on the school’s location and students’ 
observations.
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Ask students to return to their Science Logbooks (Lesson 4 Activity Guide) and use their observations 
to draw a sketch of their present-day environment in the Present-Day Environment column. Remind 
students to write a description with their sketch. 

Compare the Past Environment with the Present-Day 
Environment  8 minutes 

Ask students to refer to their sketches in their Science Logbooks (Lesson 4 Activity Guide) as they  
Think–Pair–Share to respond to the following questions.

 ►How does the past environment of our region compare with the present-day environment?

 ▪ The past environment had water like an ocean or a lake. The present-day environment 
is mostly land. 

 ▪ The organisms that lived here in the past don’t live here anymore. 

 ►What can we learn from our comparison of the past environment with the present-day 
environment?

 ▪ The environment changed. 

 ▪ The organisms that lived here in the past don’t live here anymore. 

 ►Why do you think the organisms that formed the fossils we observed in the previous lesson don’t 
live in our region anymore?

 ▪ There isn’t water here like there was a long time ago. The organisms we observed from the  
past can only live in water. 

 ▪ The present-day environment is mostly land and forests. I don’t think coral can live  
in the forest. 

Content Area Connection: 
Mathematics
In mathematics, students attend 
to precision as they communicate 
to others and solve problems. During this 
activity, ask students to apply this math 
practice while drawing and describing 
the present-day environment. Encourage 
students to formulate their descriptions 
carefully and in a way that would help 
a person who cannot see the drawing 
understand what it looks like.
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Check for Understanding
As students share, listen for them to identify connections between the past environment and the 
present-day environment.

Evidence

Look for evidence that all students
 ▪ identify that there has been a change in the environment and
 ▪ use evidence from their observations to support their reasoning.

Next Steps

If students do not make connections between the past environment and the present-day environment, 
draw their attention to specific details in the sketches they drew and descriptions they wrote 
in their Science Logbooks (Lesson 4 Activity Guide). In Lessons 6–8, students will learn how another 
environment has changed over time as they investigate fossils and organisms in the Florissant area. 
This investigation will provide students with another opportunity to make connections between a past 
environment and a present-day environment.

Land  5 minutes 

Ask students to provide evidence to answer the Phenomenon Question What can fossils reveal about 
our region?

 ►What can fossils tell us about our region? 

 ▪ Fossils can tell us what kinds of organisms lived in our region in the past. 

 ▪ When you learn about the organisms that formed different fossils, you can also learn about the 
environment where the organisms lived. 

 ▪ You can compare fossils with the organisms that are in an area today to learn how the 
environment has changed over time. 

Explain to students that they will begin an anchor chart to capture their learning throughout the 
module. Work with students to record the knowledge they have gained about fossils.

Spotlight on Knowledge 
and Skills
Help students reflect on consistent 
patterns in natural systems. Scientists 
assume that natural systems acted 
in the same manner and at the same 
rate in the past as they do in the present. 
This assumption allows scientists to draw 
conclusions about processes and events 
that occurred long ago.
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Sample anchor chart: 

Survival

Fossil Evidence
• Fossils provide evidence about the kinds of organisms that once lived and what their environments 

were like.
• Some environments looked very different in the past from the way they look now.

Remind students of the butterfly fossil photograph they observed in Lessons 2 and 3  
(Lesson 2 Resource B).

 ►We know that fossils provide evidence of the kinds of organisms that once lived and what their 
environment was like. We looked at several different fossils to learn about our region’s past 
environment. What can we do to learn more about the environment when the butterfly that 
formed this fossil was alive?

 ▪ Maybe we can look at more fossils. 

 ▪ We can look at fossils and draw a picture of the past environment and compare the past and 
the present. 

Tell students that in upcoming lessons they will observe fossils found in the same area as the butterfly 
fossil to investigate what those fossils reveal about the past environment of the area.


