
Fossil Finders: 

Using Fossils to Teach about Evolution, 

Inquiry and Nature of Science

The Fossil Findersproject strives to bridge research to practice 
by engaging teachers and children in classrooms carrying out 
an authentic investigation of Devonian fossils. We aim to:
1.Create an authentic context to enhance children and 
ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ όbh{ύ ŀƴŘ 
evolutionary concepts.
2.Motivate children to learn more about science, including 
culturally and linguistically diverse groups (ELL).
3.Develop educational materials that help teachers and 
children to understand inquiry. 
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Abstract

Visit:
www.fossilfinders.org 

Teachers

Education 
Researchers

ScientistsBackground Lessons
ÅTricky Tracks
ÅWhat is a Fossil?
ÅClassroom Population Study
ÅWhat Do Geologists Do?
ÅMeasuring Fossils
ÅPterosaur
ÅGeologic Time

The Fossil Finders Investigation

Website

Materials Development

Two year program involving:
ÅImmersion in the curriculum
ÅParticipation in FF investigation
ÅInquiry & NOS instruction
ÅReflection on knowledge & practice
ÅIndependent investigation

Professional Development

Scientific Investigation

Teacher Knowledge, Views, & Translation to Practice

What is inquiry-based science teaching?
[Refer to NRC, 2000]    IB1

What are some important features or aspects of
scientific inquiry to teach students? 
[Refer to NRC, 2000]  IB2

English Language Learners

Luykx & Lee (2007)

Student Knowledge and Views

Future Work
ÅDevelopment of a student interest survey to track changes of 
diverse student interest in science
ÅRefinement of the Professional Development Model
ÅDissemination of Fossil Finders materials via the Internet

Science Education Research

Pre FF
Practice

Post FF
Practice

VM
5th grade

Dual
language

Uneasy teaching science, instruction 
varied from lecture-based to discovery-
based learning. Group work common, 
lots of teacher directed work.

No evidence of aspects of inquiry in 
±aΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ CCΦ

Emphasis on the following essential features and 
important understandings and abilities of inquiry:
Focused on scientifically oriented question, 
Engaged students in collecting data, Highlighted 
what scientists do, Communicated ideas to peers, 
Asked students questions based on their 
observations

DJ
5th grade

Comfortable teaching science, 
instruction varied from lecture-based 
to discovery-based learning. Group 
work common, lots of teacher probing 
aimed at clarification of students ideas.

Little to no evidence of aspects of 
ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ƛƴ 5WΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ CCΦ

Greater emphasis on the  following essential 
features and important understandings and 
abilities of inquiry: Focused on scientifically 
oriented question, Engaged students in collecting 
data, Highlighted different scientists do different 
investigations, Probed students for alternative 
hypotheses, Asked students to back up their 
inferences with evidence, Helped students use 
data to make inferences about the past
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Measurements 
now made using 
calipers

...trends in the data include...
1.Bivalves and brachiopods appear to be the dominant fauna 
in this section

2.Brachiopod distribution changes throughout time

3.Bivalve distribution changes substantially throughout time

How does sea life respond to changes in the environment 
during the Devonian Period in central NY?

Central and Western New York are home to 
world-class deposits of fossil-rich Devonian 
rock used for a wide variety of 
paleontological research. However, There are 
not enough paleontologists to carry out all 
the interesting potential research.
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Student data shows 
similar  trends to 
expert data for major 
taxa including 
brachiopods and 
bivalves.

By combining inquiry, 
NOS, and IC 
strategies, ELL 
students became 
more motivated to 
learn science and 
identified with the 
work of 
paleontologists.
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