
 

Dichotomous Key ï Devonian Fossils ï Fossil Finder Project 

 

A dichotomous fossil key is a way to identify fossil organisms by answering a series of 

yes or no questions based on the physical descriptions and characteristics of the fossil. Be 

sure to start identifying your most complete specimens first, then your fossil fragments 

will begin to look more familiar. In each image, the black bar equals one centimeter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

1a. My fossil has a whorled body or shell 

 
If YES, go to 2. If NO, go to 1b. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

1b. My fossil has an elongated body or shell  

 
If YES, go to 3. If NO, go to 1c. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

1c. My fossil has a rounded or oval shaped body or shell 

 

 
If YES, go to 12. If NO, go to 1d. 

 



 

1d. My fossil is definitely shell or imprint of shell, but doesnôt match any of the already 

mentioned descriptions  

 

      
 

If YES, go to 20. If NO, go to 1e. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

1e. My fossil does not have shell or shell imprint, but is a tube or series of tubes, scrapes, 

etc., that looks like it was made by an ancient animal  

 

  
If YES, go to 19, if NO, go to 11. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

2. If your fossil has a whorled (twisted) looking appearance, or looks like a part of a 

whorl, you have found a fossil SNAIL! If the whorl is very tall, you have a high-spired 

snail.  

 Snail High-spired snail 

If this is incorrect, go back to question 1a, and run the dichotomous key again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

3. My fossil is very straight, gets narrow at one end and larger at the other end, and has 

lines or chambers (see arrow). 

  
If YES, go to 4. If NO, go to 5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

4. If your fossil is straight, narrow at one end and wider at the other, and has chambers, 

you have a straight cephalopod!  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

If this is incorrect, go back to question 1a, and run the dichotomous key again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

5. My fossil is moderately straight, but may have branches in multiple directions. I can 

also make out tiny bumps or holes on my fossil (see arrow). 

 
If YES, go to 6. If NO, go to 7. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

6. If your fossil is moderately straight, shows evidence of branching, and has tiny bumps 

or holes on it, you have a BRYOZOAN. 

 

 
 

If this is incorrect, go back to 1a and run the dichotomous key again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

7. My fossil is elongate, but appears to be slightly or heavily curved. It is narrow at one 

end and wider at the other. The wide end may have septa, or walls. 

 

 
 If YES, go to 8. If NO, go to 9. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

8. If your fossil is elongate, curved, and possesses septa (walls), your fossil is a HORN 

CORAL. 

 
 

If this is incorrect, go back to 1a and run the dichotomous key again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

9. My fossil is elongate and is the same size at both ends. The ends may appear star 

shaped, they may have small holes in the center, or ridges radiating from the center. (pic 

of crinoid long and short) 

 
If YES, go to 10. If NO, go to 11. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

10. If your fossil is elongate, the same size at both ends, or if you only have an end and it 

appears star shaped or circular with a small hole or ridges radiating from the center, your 

fossil is a CRINOID. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

11. If your fossil did not fit any of the previous descriptions, it is either a fragment of a 

fossil and you should try to find a more complete example to identify before trying this 

fossil again, or the initial shape you chose for your fossil type was incorrect. Try running 

the dichotomous key again, only choose a different basic shape (questions 1a-1e). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

12. My fossil is very circular in shape and resembles a tiny cheerio or doughnut, or is 

shaped like a star. 

 
If YES, go to 10. If no, go to 13. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

13. My fossil looks like an ancient sea shell 

 
If YES, go to 14. If NO, go to 11. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

14. If I can see most of my fossil, I can find the topmost part of the shell where it opened 

and closed, the hinge (see  blue arrows). From the center of the hinge, if I make a line that 

goes perpendicular to the hinge (see red lines), my fossil is symmetrical. 

 
                            Assymetrical                                            Symmetrical 

If YES (my fossil is symmetrical), go to 15. If NO (my fossil is assymetrical), go to 17. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

15. My fossil is symmetrical, or appears to be so. Also, it has ridges traveling away from 

the center of the hinge and at an angle to the outer edge of the shell (see red lines). It may 

have a ófoldô structure (see blue bracket). 

 
 

If YES, go to 16. If NO, go back to 14 and make a separate choice. If you have reached 

this answer more than once, go back to 1a and run the dichotomous key again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


