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Introduction: 
This lesson is made up of lesson resource/ notes and practice exercise. 
 
Instruction:  
Follow the steps given below and work through the lesson. 
Step 1: Copy the Header into your exercise book. Make sure that your Handwriting is neat and 

legible. 
Step 2: Read the lesson resource and copy or make summary notes in your exercise book.   
Step 3: Complete thePractice Exercise.  
Step 4: After you have completed the practice exercise, revise your work.  (I will be checking your 

Exercise Book when you return to School).  
 
Lesson Resource/ Notes: 
Read through your lesson resource/ notes and make summary notes and cut and paste diagrams or 
draw them into your exercise book. 

Absolute dating 

Dating methods that give the actual age of the rocks and fossils are called absolute dating methods. 
There are many methods of absolute dating including radioactive dating and tree rings. 

Radioactive dating 

Radioactive dating is a method that uses the natural rate of decay (breakdown) of radioactive 
isotopes. Isotopes are atoms of an element that have different numbers of neutrons and so have 
different atomic mass numbers. 

Radioactive material decay at a known rate and release particles that form radiation. The elements 
that decay turn into elements that can be measured.  

This decay allow scientists to estimate how long ago the rock was laid down. There are many 
elements that can be used, depending on the type of fossil and the type of rock. Some examples are 
potassium-40 and carbon-14.  

By measuring the amount of new element formed and how much of the isotope is left in the rock, 
scientists can calculate the age of the rock. This can be done by using a graph called the decay curve. 

From a decay curve, you can estimate the element’s half-life. The half-life is the time it takes for half 
of a radioactive sample to decay. For example, the half-life of potassium-40 is 1251 million years and 
the half-life of carbon-14 is 5730 years, so carbon-14 radioactivity disappears much more quickly from 
a fossil than potassium-40. 

Carbon dating uses the decay of carbon-14 to determine the age of organic matter. Organic matter is 
made of chemicals that contain a very small amount of carbon-14. A fossil may still retain some of 
the organic chemicals from its body tissue and so the amount of carbon-14 remaining can be used to 
measure the age of the fossil.  
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Practice Exercise 35A: 
Write the questions first and then your answer in complete sentences. Watch the correct spelling of 
terms and appropriate calculations where required. 
 

1. State the meaning of half-life. 
2. What is a decay curve? 
3. Identify the two types of absolute dating. 
4. Explain what absolute dating measures in fossils. 
5. Explain how radioactive isotopes can be used to date the age of the rock. 

 
You should be able to develop an understanding of what radioactive dating technique is and 
how it is used. 


