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Tales From the Strata

The history of the Earth is divided into sections, which are delineated by the 
Geologic Time Scale. The scale is divided into Eons, Eras, Periods and Epochs. 
Eons are the largest division, consisting of hundreds or thousands of millions of 
years. Eras are the next major division, and are usually defined by a cataclysmic 
event, such as a mass extinction. Periods are also bounded by major events, but 
not as large as those that define an Era. The most recent era, the Cenozoic, can 
be further divided into Epochs. This cannot be done with the older eras, since 
rocks become increasingly heavily modified and deformed as they age, which 
makes it difficult to determine when a finer division of time ended and the next 
one began. 

Unlike the hours in a day, the sections are unequal. The 
majority of the Earth's history, about 88 percent, lies in the 
Precambrian Eon. Major events in the Precambrian Eon were 
the formation of the earliest known rocks and the growth of 
single celled organisms. About 542 million years ago, the 
Earth's atmosphere become hospitable enough to support life, 
which ushered in the Phanerozoic Eon and the Cambrian 
Explosion.  After that, a multitude of new species emerged. 
The Paleozoic Era was characterized by the rise of fishes, 
amphibians and other water dwelling creatures. The Mesozoic 
Era saw the rise of the dinosaurs. Our current era, the Cenozoic, saw the rise and 
eventual dominance of mammals, including humans.

Objective
In this activity, students will place major events on a geologic time scale and 
describe its major divisions. 

Materials
25 meter strip of register tape
Event cards
Calculators

Engage
Preparation: Find a place with a clear 25 meter span, such as a gym or hallway. 
Measure and mark the register tape at one meter intervals. Label one end of the 
tape “Earth Forms” and the other “Present Day.” Label the event cards, one per 
student, with an event from Earth's history. On the back of the card, write the 
number of years before present the event occurred. This will aid in correcting the 
position of the cards later. A detailed list can be found at 
http://www.physicalgeography.net/fundamentals/10b.html.

Give each student an event card and have them place it on the register tape in 
the place they think it belongs. Explain that on this 25 meter scale, one millimeter 

http://www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/cambrian/camb.html
http://www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/cambrian/camb.html
http://www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/cambrian/camb.html
http://www.physicalgeography.net/fundamentals/10b.html


represents 184,000 years. Have the students look at the back of their cards and 
determine how far from the present day their events actually occurred. 

Explain
This module from the National Science Foundation breaks down the geologic time 
scale into more manageable pieces. It explains the Law of Superposition, and 
introduces radiometric dating. 
http://www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/education/explorations/tours/geotime/index.html

Extend
Take a detailed look at the different time periods as well as the lifeforms that 
emerged during them. http://www.fieldmuseum.org/evolvingplanet/POST/EP_v8.swf 

Learn more about the process of radiometric dating, and see a video that 
illustrates the process using a rock sample from New Zealand. 
http://facstaff.gpc.edu/~pgore/geology/geo102/radio.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1920gi3swe4

Stories from the fossil record explains how fossil evidence contributes to our 
knowledge of the geologic time scale. 
http://www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/education/explorations/tours/stories/middle/G1.html

http://www.fieldmuseum.org/evolvingplanet/POST/EP_v8.swf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1920gi3swe4
http://facstaff.gpc.edu/~pgore/geology/geo102/radio.htm
http://www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/education/explorations/tours/stories/middle/intro.html
http://www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/education/explorations/tours/geotime/index.html

