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Multi-part lesson 
intended for advanced 
high school students. 

Pre-lesson, assessment 
and teacher 

background documents 
included.

Digitally accessible 
through the National 

Park Service “For 
Teachers” page.  



Inspiration: 
Primary-source scientific 

literature (synthesis 
paper).



The result: A Lesson Plan with Three Goals:
1. Graphical analysis
2. Critical reading
3. Data analysis



Problem: How to make data 

accessible for students to 
interpret on their own?

Source of image: Jardine, Janis et al. 2012.

Working with primary source data.



Solution: Modify the 

data and re-graph to 
simplify. Eliminate 

jargon.





The next step: How to 
present paleontology as 

an exciting field?

The stem of a five foot long crinoid!



What does paleontology look 
like today? 



Start with real people.  



(Jurassic Park = NOT real people.)  



Courtesy Library of Congress, Portrait Photographs 1920-1930.  

Misconception: All paleontology = dinosaurs. 



Sometimes the 
fossils come out 
of the ground 
looking 
great... 

Photos courtesy NPS.  
Fossils from the Green River Formation.  
Fossil Butte National Monument, Kemmer WY. 



Partial Skull 
Fragment  
 
Photo Courtesy NPS. 
Source:   
John Day Fossil Beds 
National Monument 
(Oregon).  

Often, fossils 
looks more like 
this… 

Drawing (inferred)  



Different (dinner) Strokes for 
Different Folks 



Today’s focus:  
One recent study in paleontology that looks at  

fossil teeth.  
 

Why? 
       (1) Teeth are tough  
       and resistant to wear. 

 

(2) Critters have lots of teeth. 

 
  

Thus teeth are one of the most common parts  
of an animal to become fossilized. 



Study 
Area:  
 
The Great 
Plains of 
North 
America 



Step 1: finding 
fossils… 



30 fossil teeth… 

And more 
fossils… 



30 fossil teeth 

300 fossil teeth… 

And 
more 
fossils

… 



800 fossil 
mammal teeth! 

30 fossil teeth 

300 fossil teeth 

And even 
more teeth… 
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Total= 33 
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~25% 

~75% 

Total= 33 
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Why? 



Perhaps the change in tooth shape 
was a result of new habitats.  

 

Grassland in Kansas 


