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How Scientists Measure Earth’s Past 
Climate Thousands of Years Ago 
Have you ever wondered what Earth’s 
weather was like before people were 
around to record it? Scientists can’t go 
back in time, but they’ve found clever 
ways to study what Earth’s climate was like 
thousands—even millions—of years ago. 
They do this by looking at natural clues 
called climate records. 

One way scientists study past climate is by drilling deep into ice cores from 
glaciers and ice sheets. These are thick layers of ice that have built up over 
thousands of years. Each layer of ice holds tiny air bubbles. These bubbles 
trap gases like carbon dioxide from long ago. By studying the bubbles, 
scientists learn how much gas was in the air and how warm or cold the 
planet was at the time. 

Another clue comes from tree rings. Trees grow a new ring every year. In 
years with lots of rain and good weather, the rings are thick. In dry or cold 
years, the rings are thin. By looking at old trees, scientists can figure out what 
the climate was like hundreds or even thousands of years ago. 

Scientists also study sediment cores from the bottoms of lakes and oceans. 
These layers of mud and sand tell stories too. Some layers might have pollen 
from plants that lived in warm weather. Other layers might have more dust, 
showing there was a drought. 

Fossils can help too. If scientists find the bones of animals that lived only in 
warm places, they know that area must have been warm back then. If they 
find shells of cold-water animals, they know it was chilly. 

By putting all these clues together—ice, trees, mud, and fossils—scientists 
can build a picture of Earth’s climate history. This helps them understand 
how Earth’s climate changes over time. It also helps them predict what 
might happen in the future. 

Thanks to science, we can learn amazing things about our planet—even 
from times long before humans were here. 


