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This is the most time consuming part of any paleoecology project: cleaning and identification. Because each group is working with multiple samples, it is important to keep each sample separate. The easiest way to do this is to (1) only work on one sample at a time, and (2) always label what you’re working on!

How to process bulk samples:

1. Pass the entire bulk sample through the colander. This will immediately separate the large fossils and chunks of rock from the small fossils and the sediment. Do not throw anything out!
2. Sort through the large chunks of fossils and rock, putting fossils and anything questionable aside. Show Dr. W. what you have left before putting the non-fossiliferous rocks back in the bag.
3. Slowly and carefully go through the sediments using a sharp probe, pulling out any fossils or questionable material that may be in there. Again, show Dr. W. what you have left before putting the sediments back in the bag.

The rest of the steps are for both bulk and targeted fossils. Before cleaning your fossils, try and sort them into different phyla. This will allow you to keep tabs on what needs to be cleaned and what doesn’t, and makes cleaning a bit more efficient. Again – label everything!

How to clean your fossils:
1. Anything that is embedded in rock, such as trilobites, should be pulled aside. Gently use a wet toothbrush (and possibly the sharp probe) to clean the fossil.
2. The remainder of the fossils will be cleaned used the sonicator. Fill a beaker up to halfway full of fossils. Squirt in a little dish soap and fill the beaker with water. Put the beaker into the sonicator and turn it on for 5-10 minutes. Turn off the sonicator and remove the beaker. Carefully decant the water from the beaker over the collander over the waste bucket until the water is just above the fossils. Add a little more water, swish around, then continue to slowly pour off all of the water into the waste bucket, still using the colander or your hands to catch any small fossils that may accidentally get poured out. Note: using the sonicator isn’t necessary to clean fossils, it just makes it a lot easier.
3. Carefully dump the fossils onto a paper towel and clean fossils as necessary with a toothbrush or sharp probe. Transfer fossils into a paper-towel lined & LABELED weigh boat to dry. At this point, you can sort them by phylum if you haven’t done so already.
4. When the fossils are dry (about 24 hours if they went through the sonicator), you can put them into LABELLED specimen bags. 

After your fossils are cleaned, it’s just a matter of sorting by shape and using the literature to identify fossils. There is a pdf of The Devonian Paleontology of New York on Sakai (as well as a paper copy in Dr. W.’s lab), which is an excellent resource. You also have a key to being sorting out your brachiopods, as well as the supplemental readings from last week to guide you. Chances are you will not be able to identify everything – bryozoans are particularly challenging and often rely on microscopic features, so you can simply label them as “Bryozoa” and stop there. However, you should be able to get specimens down to family, if not genus or species, in most cases. If you choose to use webpages, do so carefully – many of those are not taxonomically accurate. You’re better off using journal articles and books. 

The goal is to have the fossils completely separated by species (or genus or family if you can’t do species) so that we can run some statistics on these fossils.

