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Volcanoes and Radiometric Dating 
When you think of a volcano, you 
might picture hot lava and smoke 
pouring from the top. But did you 
know that volcanoes can also help 
scientists learn about the past? In 
fact, they can be useful tools for 
figuring out how old fossils are. 

When a volcano erupts, it sends out 
ash and lava that can cover the land 
for miles. These layers of volcanic rock 
and ash settle on top of the ground 

and anything on it—including plants, animals, or bones. Over time, these 
things can turn into fossils. 

Volcanic rock is special because it contains certain elements, like 
potassium-40. These elements slowly break down over time. Scientists know 
how long it takes for half of potassium-40 to turn into another element, just 
like they do with carbon-14. This process is called radiometric dating. 

Let’s say a dinosaur bone is found between two layers of volcanic ash. 
Scientists can test the ash layers above and below the fossil to find out how 
old they are. If the lower ash layer is 120 million years old and the upper 
layer is 110 million years old, then the fossil must be somewhere between 
those ages. 

This is very helpful because fossils themselves can be hard to date directly. 
But the volcanic layers give scientists a kind of time stamp. It's like putting a 
bookmark in a giant history book to mark a certain time. 

Volcanoes also help preserve fossils. The ash can cover things quickly, 
protecting them from wind, water, and animals that might break them 
apart. Some of the best-preserved fossils ever found were saved by 
volcanic ash. 

So even though volcanoes might seem dangerous, they play a powerful 
role in helping scientists understand Earth’s history. They don’t just destroy—
they also protect and record the past in layers of ash and rock. 


