
Fossil Finders: 

Using Fossils to Teach about Evolution, 

Inquiry and Nature of Science

ABSTRACT

1: Create an authentic context to 

enhance children and teachersõ 

understandings of the nature of 

science (NOS) and evolutionary 

concepts

2: Motivate children to learn more 

about science, including culturally 

and linguistically diverse groups.

3: Develop educational materials   

that  help teachers and children 

understand inquiry.

BROADER IMPACTS

FUTURE WORK

Teacher Perceptions of Y1 
Professional Development

P-1 Teachers (5th -9th grade) demonstrated Changes in 

Understanding of NOS & Scientific Concepts

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS

GOALS
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into my classroom.  I used to be intimidated 
with the earth science section of the middle 
school curriculum, but now I feel I have a much 
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�²Teacher Participant Testimonials Summer Teacher Professional Development, 2008,               

Taughannock Falls, Ithaca, New York
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# Question Pre-test Response 8/10/08 Post-test Response 8/15/08

1 What, in your opinion, is 

science? What makes science 

(or a scientific discipline 

such as physics, biology, 

etc.) different from other 

disciplines of inquiry (e.g., 

religion, philosophy)? (VNOS-

C)

Science is the study of 

something living or once living 

where as the other disciplines 

are theory based only.

Science is a way to find 

answers to questions with 

pure evidence-data.  Religions 

and philosophy is a belief.

6 �«���'�R���V�F�L�H�Q�W�L�V�W�V���X�V�H���W�K�H�L�U��
creativity and imagination 

during their investigations?  

If no, explain why not.  If 

yes, then at which stages of 

the investigations do you 

believe that scientists use 

their imagination and 
�F�U�H�D�W�L�Y�L�W�\�����«���9�1�2�6-C)

I believe scientist use 

creativity to come up with 

their hypotheses and design.  

After creating the design  I 

think it is important to stay 

true to the initial set up to 
have a solid experiment.

Scientists use imagination and 

creativity through all of these 

processes.  It is important to 

collect pure data, but while 

doing such their mind is 

always asking questions about 

what is found/evident.  

Example:  surveying the area 

you are about to take a 

sample for. One might think 

about prior knowledge of the 

topic and make inferences 

about possibilities.

23 Brachiopods, a type of 

organism that was once 

abundant, are now quite 

rare.  What could be a 

reason for the decline in 
number of this organism?

People taking them and 
material decomposing.

Change in the environment 

and not having the 

capabilities to evolve with 

that.

Sample Responses from Pre-Post Teacher Knowledge Test

(E 29; 5th Grade teacher)

Selected excerpts from Y1 Evaluation Report

�{ Observed indicators of effective PD 
pedagogyand instructional materials 

include:  understanding of 

pedagogical concepts by facilitators 

and intellectual engagement of 

participants in ideas relevant to 

classroom practice.

�{ Observed indicators of effective PD 
culture include: active participation; 

positive, respectful collegial 

interactions among participants and 

between participants and facilitators; 

and willingness to share ideas and 

suggestions and offer/accept 

constructive criticism.

�{ Evidence of emphasis on developing 

teacher and student understanding of 

the nature of science and abilities to 

do scientific inquiry, in instructional 

materials and during activities and 

discussions.

[Dr. Sarah Woodruff, Ph.D. External 

Evaluator, Director of the Ohio E & A, 

visited Ithaca in August]

CURRENT WORK

The Fossil Finders project aims to 

support upper elementary and middle 

level students and teachers in 

understanding how scientists gather and 

use evidence to build theory, enhance 

abilities to do inquiry, and will serve to 

stimulate interest in paleontology, 

biology, and geology in target 

demographics (females, minorities and 

ELL). Students will engage in an 

authentic investigation of Devonian 

fossils and contribute their own data to 

an on-line data base.

Students and teachers and 

scientists across the country will 

access data and lessons from this 

paleontological study.  

Professional development 

materials and video will be 

available for use by natural history 

centers.
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www.fossilfinders.org for Fossil Finders project
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upstate New York for the actual scientific study
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learning students; establishing instructional 
congruence in classrooms (Lee & Fradd, 1998); 
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Warren, & Conant, 1992) for diverse learners

�‡��Develop Assessmentsof Teacher/Student 

Understandings of use of evidence,inquiry, and 

evolutionary concepts

�‡���5�H�V�H�D�U�F�KImplementation of Fossil Finders 

curriculum in 10 P-1 classrooms serving diverse 

groups of middle -school students
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across country for Y2 summer
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approaches that support teachers in 

learning about inquiry and NOS and 

evolutionary concepts
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Finders curriculum in classrooms serving 

underrepresented students

�‡���'�H�Y�H�O�R�S���D�Q�G���S�R�V�W���R�Q-line Professional 

development materials and video
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