
 
 
 
    Environmental Education Activity 
 
 

Digging for Dinosaurs 

Age/Grade Range 
●​ Ages 7 - 16 

 

Group Size 
●​ Groups of 4 - 5 

 

Time 
●​ Prep time: ~40 minutes the day prior. 15 

minutes in-class. 

●​ Activity: 30 - 40 minutes 
 

Materials 
●​ 4 - 6 bins 
●​ 1 bag of soil 
●​ Paintbrushes 
●​ Leaves, rocks, sticks 
●​ Small garbage (i.e., bottle caps, pieces of cardboard, fabric scraps, plastic, etc.) 
●​ 8 time pages printed out (see below) 
●​ Dinosaur bones 

○​ Air-dry clay 

             or 
○​ 2 cups flour 
○​ 1 cup salt 
○​ 1 cup water 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Topic 
●​ Waste Reduction - Soil Stories  

Objective / Learning Goals 
●​ Discuss the lifecycles of 

waste and organic materials. 

●​ Make students aware of how 

long our day-to-day waste 

items last in the 

environment. 

●​ Discuss how we can work 

together to decrease waste 

production. 



 

Set Up 
●​ Prior to activity, create dinosaur bones. This can be done with air-dry clay (make 

sure to make the dinosaur bones at least one day prior, as the air-dry clay will 
need time to harden) 

●​ Dinosaur bones can also be made with home-made salt dough 
○​ Ingredients: 

■​ 2 cups flour 
■​ 1 cup salt 
■​ 1 cupwater 

○​ Directions: 
■​ Preheat oven to 250 degrees F. 
■​ Mix flour, salt, and water together until they form a malleable dough. 
■​ Shape dough into small bones, about the size of a finger. Ribs and 

joints are easiest to make. Don’t worry about being too detail 
oriented. 

■​ Lay the bones on a cookie sheet and bake for 30 minutes, or until 
bones are hardened fully. 

●​ The day of the activity, place the 8 timeline pages around the classroom or activity 
area. They can be taped to the wall, or if outdoors, placed on the ground and held 
down by rocks. 

●​ Place a selection of leaves, garbage, and dinosaur bones in the bottom of each 
bin. Cover these items with soil. 
 

Curriculum Connections 

 
●​ Science 9 - matter cycles within biotic and abiotic components of ecosystems 
●​ Earth Sciences 11 -  evidence of climate change over geological time and the 

recent impacts of humans 
 

Delivery Tips 
●​ This activity can produce a mess with dirt, especially if it’s being done with 

younger students. If this is a concern, you can put down trash bags or tarps under 
the bins - or it can be done outdoors. 

●​ The activity works best if you don’t give any instructions or context about the 
soil-filled bins - simply ask the students to carefully dig through, brush off dirt, 
and remove the items they find. 

 



 

Introduction to the Lesson 
​ Canada is home to some of the largest dinosaur fossils in the world. These 
fossils are found buried beneath layers of sediment and rock, and they can tell us 
fascinating things about what life on Earth was like hundreds of thousands of years ago.  

 

Lesson Hook  
​ When you go digging in the ground, the things you unearth tell you a story. When 
we go digging for dinosaur fossils today, what other kinds of stories will we find? What 
kind of stories are we humans leaving behind in the dirt? 
 

Lesson Activity  
●​ Break students into groups of 4 - 5. Place a bin in front of each group. 
●​ Tell the students that you’ve found these bins but don’t know what’s inside of 

them. Tell students to dig very carefully and pull out whatever they find. 
●​ Encourage students to use paintbrushes to dust off their items as they find them. 

Don’t confirm what kind of bones they are pulling from the bin. 
●​ Once the bins have been emptied of items, ask each group to describe what they 

found 
●​ Ask the students how long they think it takes each item they found to break down 

and return to the land. Do not provide the answers. 
●​ Have students place their items below each time page. (e.g., a student could 

place a plastic bottle cap underneath the time paper that says “100 years to 
break down.”) 

●​ Moving around the room to each time page, use the following discussion prompts 
to talk about each type of item: 

○​ Dinosaur bones: What kind of bone did you find? When paleontologists dig 
up dinosaurs, do they dig up bones or fossils - and what is the difference? 
How old is a fossil? (If students are older, you can follow this up with a 
conversation about the connection between fossils and fossil fuels.) 

○​ Leaves and sticks: Will these items last in the dirt for thousands of years, 
or will they turn back into soil? 

○​ Plastic bottle caps: How do these items end up in the dirt? Do they break 
down and return to the land, or do they stay intact forever? What would 
happen to the land if it is filled with bottle caps? What kind of things can  
 

 



 
 
 
we do to avoid leaving plastic bottle caps in the dirt? Will pollution impact 
our ability to discover dinosaur bones? 

○​ Cardboard: Did this item get in the way of digging? How many years will it 
take for this item to break down? Where should it go instead of the 
ground? 

 

Lesson Conclusion and Review  
●​ Ask students to imagine that they are scientists living in the year 3000 again. Ask 

them what kind of stories they think they will find in the dirt from the year 2025. 
What kind of steps can we take today to change those stories so that we are not 
digging plastic out of the dirt one thousand years from now? 

 

Additional Resources  
●​ Lifecycles of waste: 

https://www.forgerecycling.co.uk/blog/how-long-it-takes-everyday-items-to-decomp
ose/ 

●​ Fossils vs. bones: 
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/how-are-fossils-formed.html#:~:text=A%20fossil
%20is%20physical%20evidence,shells%20are%20also%20body%20fossils 

●​ Fossil fuels: https://ocean.si.edu/conservation/gulf-oil-spill/what-are-fossil-fuels 
●​ Video guide to salt dough: https://youtu.be/L7sH9bj-fl0?feature=shared 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Timeline sheets (to print): See below. 
 

https://www.forgerecycling.co.uk/blog/how-long-it-takes-everyday-items-to-decompose/
https://www.forgerecycling.co.uk/blog/how-long-it-takes-everyday-items-to-decompose/
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/how-are-fossils-formed.html#:~:text=A%20fossil%20is%20physical%20evidence,shells%20are%20also%20body%20fossils
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/how-are-fossils-formed.html#:~:text=A%20fossil%20is%20physical%20evidence,shells%20are%20also%20body%20fossils
https://ocean.si.edu/conservation/gulf-oil-spill/what-are-fossil-fuels
https://youtu.be/L7sH9bj-fl0?feature=shared
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