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Fossils in Rock Layers
Read both texts about fossils. Level 2 · 436 words

Text 1: How a Fossil Forms
1 A fossil is what is left of a plant or animal that lived long ago. Most living things never 

become fossils. For a fossil to form, a plant or animal usually has to be buried quickly in 
mud or sand, often at the bottom of a lake or a sea.

2 Soon after the animal dies, its soft parts rot away. Its hard parts, such as bones, teeth, 
and shells, are left behind. Over many years, more mud and sand pile on top. The weight 
of all those layers slowly presses the bottom layers into rock.

3 Water seeps through the rock, carrying tiny bits of minerals. Little by little, the minerals 
fill in or replace the hard parts, until the bone or shell has turned to stone. Some fossils 
are not body parts at all. A footprint pressed into mud can harden and become a fossil, 
too. A few fossils form in other ways. For example, some insects have been found 
trapped in amber, which is hardened tree sap.

4 Millions of years later, weathering and erosion may wear away the rock above the fossil, 
and one day a scientist or a lucky hiker spots it.

Text 2: Reading the Rock Layers
5 In many places, such as the sides of canyons and cliffs, you can see stripes of rock 

stacked like the layers of a cake. These layers formed as mud and sand settled, one 
layer on top of another, over a very long time. In most places, the layers at the bottom 
are the oldest, and the layers near the top are the youngest.

6 Scientists study the fossils in each layer. Fossils in lower layers show living things from 
long ago. Fossils in higher layers show living things from more recent times. By 
comparing the layers, scientists can figure out the order in which plants and animals 
lived on Earth. When they find the same kind of fossil in rock layers in two places far 
apart, they know those layers probably formed at about the same time.

Scientists who study fossils are called paleontologists. They dig with small tools and 
brushes so the fossils do not break, and they record which layer each fossil came from.

7 Fossils can also show how a place has changed. Fossils of shells and other sea animals 
have been found in rock high up on mountains and in dry deserts. This tells scientists 
that those places were once covered by water. Fossils of ferns and other plants have 
even been found in Antarctica, which shows that it was once much warmer there than it 
is today.
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Fossils in Rock Layers: Questions
Use both texts to answer the questions.

1 What is Text 1 mostly about?

a. how fossils form b. why rock has layers c. where to find fossils

2 What is Text 2 mostly about?

a. why soft parts rot b. how minerals harden c. what rock layers show

3 Using Text 1, number the steps in order.

Minerals replace the hard parts.

An animal is buried quickly in mud or sand.

Erosion wears away the rock above the fossil.

Its soft parts rot away.

4 In most places, the rock layers near the top are the oldest. true false

5 A fossil fish is found in a low layer, and a fossil bird is found in a higher layer. Which is 
most likely true?

a. The bird is older. b. The fish is older. c. They are the same age.

6 Use BOTH texts to explain how a fossil seashell could end up in a rock layer high on a 
mountain.
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Answer key For the teacher or parent

Fossils in Rock Layers: Questions
Use both texts to answer the questions.

1 What is Text 1 mostly about?

a. how fossils form b. why rock has layers c. where to find fossils

2 What is Text 2 mostly about?

a. why soft parts rot b. how minerals harden c. what rock layers show

3 Using Text 1, number the steps in order.

3 Minerals replace the hard parts.

1 An animal is buried quickly in mud or sand.

4 Erosion wears away the rock above the fossil.

2 Its soft parts rot away.

4 In most places, the rock layers near the top are the oldest. true false

5 A fossil fish is found in a low layer, and a fossil bird is found in a higher layer. Which is 
most likely true?

a. The bird is older. b. The fish is older. c. They are the same age.

6 Use BOTH texts to explain how a fossil seashell could end up in a rock layer high on a 
mountain.

Text 1 says animals are buried in mud at the bottom of a sea, and the mud turns

to rock. Text 2 says sea fossils on mountains show that land was once under

water. So the shell was buried long ago when water covered that place.
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