
Index Fossils 
 

 
 
The best type of index fossils are usually those of swimming or floating organisms that 
evolved quickly (and therefore existed only briefly) and were widely distributed different 
geographic areas. Ammonites (marine mollusks) and trilobites (marine arthropods) are 
good index fossils. 
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Section 2 Assessment

 

Target Reading Skill 

 

Asking Questions  

 

Use 
the answers to the questions you wrote about the 
headings to help you answer the questions below.

 

Reviewing Key Concepts

 

1. a. Defining  

 

In your own words, define the 
terms 

 

relative age

 

 and 

 

absolute age

 

.

 

b. Explaining  

 

What is the law of superposition?

 

c. Inferring  

 

A geologist finds a cliff where the 
edges of several different rock layers can be 
seen. Which layer is the oldest? Explain.

 

2. a. Reviewing  

 

Besides the law of superposition, 
what are three types of clues to the relative 
age of rock layers?

 

b. Comparing and Contrasting  

 

Compare and 
contrast extrusions and intrusions.

 

c. Sequencing  

 

An intrusion crosses an 
extrusion. Which layer is the older? Explain.

 

3. a. Defining  

 

What is an index fossil?

 

b. Applying Concepts  

 

The fossil record shows 
that horseshoe crabs have existed with very 
little change for about 200 million years. 
Would horseshoe crabs be useful as an index 
fossil? Explain why or why not.
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For:

 

 Index Fossil activities

 

Visit:

 

 PHSchool.com

 

Web Code:

 

 cfp-2042

 

Drawer to the Past

 

 Collect ten items out of a 
drawer full of odds and ends such as keys, 
coins, receipts, photographs, and souvenirs. 
Have your family members put them in order 
from oldest to newest. What clues will you use 
to determine their relative ages? How can you 
determine the oldest object of all? List the ten 
items in order of their relative age. Do you 
know the absolute age of any of the items?
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Using Index Fossils

 

  
Scientists use index fossils to match up rock layers at locations 
that may be far apart. The ammonites in layer C are index 
fossils.  

 

Interpreting Diagrams  

 

Can you find another index 
fossil in the diagram? (Hint: Look for a fossil that occurs in only 
one time period, but in several different locations.)

 

Ammonite fossils
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