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How Do Scientists Compare Fossils To 
Figure Out Which Are Older? 
Have you ever wondered how scientists 
know which fossils are older when they’re 
found in different places? It might seem 
like a puzzle, but scientists have some 
smart ways to figure it out! 

One important method is called relative dating. This means comparing 
where fossils are found in the layers of rock. Earth’s crust is made of layers, 
kind of like a stack of pancakes. The deeper the layer, the older it usually is. 
If Fossil A is found deeper in the ground than Fossil B, scientists say Fossil A is 
older—at least in that location. 

But what if Fossil A and Fossil B are found in totally different places, even in 
different parts of the world? That’s when scientists use something called 
index fossils. These are fossils of animals or plants that only lived during a 
short time in Earth’s history, but they were found in many places. If both 
fossils are found in rock layers with the same index fossil, then scientists know 
they’re from about the same time. 

Another tool is radiometric dating. This is when scientists look at certain 
elements in the rocks around the fossil. Some elements break down over 
time in a very steady way. By measuring how much has changed, scientists 
can tell how old the rock—and the fossil inside it—is. This helps when fossils 
are far apart. 

Scientists also compare rock types and patterns. If two areas have the 
same kind of rock with the same fossils in it, scientists might connect those 
rocks as being from the same time. 

Putting all these clues together is like being a detective. Scientists look at 
rock layers, index fossils, and radioactive elements to build a timeline. That’s 
how they can tell which fossils are older—even when they’re found in 
faraway places. 

So next time you see a picture of a fossil, remember: it’s not just a bone or 
a shell—it’s a piece of a much bigger puzzle that helps us understand the 
story of life on Earth! 


