
Dig for 
Dinosaurs



Discover how fossils form and what we can learn from buried bones

Dig for Dinosaurs

You take a break from your library tour to join a group that’s combing 
through the returned books. The librarian could use some help orga-
nizing them and getting them back on the shelves. The librarian tells 
you about different ways that books can be cataloged, or organized. 
This helps people know where to find them. You pull out a book 
about dinosaurs from the pile. Distracted by the cool illustrations, 
you dig into the pages.

How Fossils Form

Dinosaurs were giant reptiles that roamed Earth more than 65 mil-
lion years ago. Some of them were more than 100 feet long! 

When dinosaurs died, the soft-
er parts of their bodies decayed. 
Stronger parts, like bones, were 
left behind. Most dinosaur fos-
sils formed when small particles, 
called sediment, built up on their 
bones and hardened. This pre-
served the bones for millions of 
years. 

Finding Fossils

After millions of years of sediment buildup, many fossils are deep 
underground. So, how are fossils discovered? 

FU N FACT

Some scientists believe 
that the biggest dinosaur 
was 130 feet long and 
65 feet tall. It likely 
weighed as much as 14 
African elephants!
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Clues to the Past

Paleontologists examine fossils 
to learn things about how dino-
saurs lived, like how they moved 
and what they ate. A dinosaur’s 
bones can reveal its age. Eggs 
can help paleontologists under-
stand how offspring grew. The shape of a dinosaur’s teeth can give 
clues about what the dinosaur ate. Even a dinosaur’s dung can hold 
important information about the animal’s diet. After examining the 
fossils, the paleontologists classify dinosaurs based on their traits. 
For example, sauropods had long necks and small heads. Theropods, 
like the Tyrannosaurus rex, had short arms and sharp teeth. Scien-
tists find new species every year.

DID YOU KNOW?

In 2017, a construction crew 
in Colorado unearthed a 
triceratops while working 
at a building site.

Tyrannosaurus rex skeleton, 67 million years ago

Sometimes, a process called uplifting brings fossils to the surface. During 
uplift, parts of the Earth’s surface, or crust, rise. This can expose fossils that 
were once hidden. Sometimes, paleontologists go prospecting—that means 
they search areas with lots of sedimentary rock for fossil fragments. Other 
times, the discovery is a total surprise! Once a fossil is found, a team of pale-
ontologists excavates, or carefully removes, the fossil.


