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INTRODUCTION

Jurassic Park (1993) and its sequels 
not only introduce us to the world of 
dinosaurs through CGI, but also brought 
palaeontology to our attention. 

Palaeontology is the scientific study 
of life that existed over 12,000 years 
ago. It includes the study of fossils to 
determine organisms’ evolution and 
interactions with each other and their 
environments. 

Paleontological observations have been documented as far back as 
the 5th century BC. In this science and technology challenge, you will 
become junior palaeontologists and create your own fossils.

OVERVIEW
Become a junior palaeontologist and create 
your own replica of a fossil from the Jurassic 
period, learning the conditions necessary 
for fossilisation.

The aim
	• To be able to explain what fossils are, 

how they are formed and why they are 
important.

	• To create your own mould and 
cast fossil.

	• To excavate a fossil safely and in 
one piece.

	• To carefully select tools.

TERMS & CONCEPTS

	• Cast

	• Mold

	• Petrification

	• Carbonisation

	• Excavate

	• Palaeontology

CHALLENGE

	 Teams of two

	 180 minutes

2/3 	 KS2/3

	 Apprentice

MATERIALS

	• Strip of paper or 
card

	• Scissors and 
sticky tape

	• Clay

	• Small shells

	• Washing-up liquid

	• Plaster of Paris

	• Gloves 

	• Goggles

	• Teaspoon

	• Cup

	• Sand

	• Toothbrush
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The challenge
Fossils are the direct evidence of past life. They 

are the tools around which geologists and 
palaeontologists reconstruct the history of the earth. 

They are found in sedimentary rocks. Can you create 
your own fossil and journey into the past?

The casting  
process
1.	 Cut a strip of paper and stick each end  

to create a loop.

2.	 Flatten the clay into a disc shape and put  
into the loop of paper.

3.	 Push the clay down so that it fills the loop and there are  
no gaps and the surface is flat.

4.	 Wipe washing-up liquid around the shell. This will stop it  
sticking to the clay.

5.	 Firmly push the shell into the clay – remember to record which shell you use.

6.	 Gentle remove the shell from the clay to expose the relief pattern.

7.	 Mix up the plaster of Paris. Remember to wear googles and gloves.

8.	 Take three teaspoons of the powder and put it in a pot.

9.	 Add water and slowly mix until you have a slurry with no 
lumps. It should be runny enough so that you can pour it.

10.	 Pour the plaster of Paris into the mould.

11.	 After a few minutes sprinkle a layer of sand on top.

12.	 Remove the paper from the outside and make small holes 
around the circumference of the clay to help with the 
drying process.

13.	 The clay needs to dry so leave it somewhere warm.

EXTENSION

	• Discuss the types of materials that are presently being deposited. What can these 
potential fossils tell future palaeontologists about our present-day environment?

	• Discuss the different types of fossils. Can you describe examples of each?



The excavating process

Remove layers of dried clay using a 
metal spoon

Use the end of the spoon to remove finer 
layers

Use a brush so you do not damage the plaster of 
Paris mould of the shell 

Use the brush to remove small particles 
of clay

You can break apart unwanted clay

Reveal your own piece of history
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Fossil location exercise
Continents were once all connected as one land mass called Pangea before 
drifting apart.

1.	 Label the continent each of the four dinosaurs originated from.

2.	 Draw a line from each dinosaur to indicate where their fossils were found.

North America

South America

Africa

Europe

Asia

Australasia

Antarctica

Giganotosaurus

Argentina . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . INDIa . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

MOROCCO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .PORTUGAL . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Barosaurus

Spinosaurus

Dracopelta
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Royal Academy of Engineering
Prince Philip House 
3 Carlton House Terrace 
London SW1Y 5DG

Tel: +44 (0)20 7766 0600
www.raeng.org.uk
Registered charity number 293074

The Royal Academy of Engineering is harnessing the power of 
engineering to build a sustainable society and an inclusive economy 
that works for everyone.

In collaboration with our Fellows and partners, we’re growing talent 
and developing skills for the future, driving innovation and building 
global partnerships, and influencing policy and engaging the public.

Together we’re working to tackle the greatest challenges of our age.

What we do 

Talent & diversity

We’re growing talent by training, supporting, mentoring and funding 
the most talented and creative researchers, innovators and leaders 
from across the engineering profession.

We’re developing skills for the future by identifying the challenges of 
an ever-changing world and developing the skills and approaches we 
need to build a resilient and diverse engineering profession.

Innovation

We’re driving innovation by investing in some of the country’s most 
creative and exciting engineering ideas and businesses. 

We’re building global partnerships that bring the world’s best 
engineers from industry, entrepreneurship and academia together 
to collaborate on creative innovations that address the greatest 
global challenges of our age. 

Policy & engagement

We’re influencing policy through the National Engineering Policy 
Centre – providing independent expert support to policymakers on 
issues of importance. 

We’re engaging the public by opening their eyes to the wonders 
of engineering and inspiring young people to become the next 
generation of engineers.


