
FOSSILS
What physical adaptations do we see in fossils?



Mutations and adaptations

What are mutations and adaptations? 
� Mutations are changes in DNA that can cause 

instant adaptations.

� Adaptations are changes or processes of change that 
make an animal (or other organism) better suited for 
its environment. 

� Natural selection is the process by 
which adaptations occur over a series of generations.

� These changes may better help the living organism to 
survive. 



What can we learn from a 
fossil?

When looking at fossils we can learn many things.

� We can look at fossils to see how animals have 
physically adapted over thousands of years to help them 
survive – this is called evolution. 

� We can also use fossils to make predictions about 
environmental changes over time. 



Spotting adaptations

Both the horse and Stegosaurus have some 
bones that are not shared by the other. That 
is because each has adapted in some way. 

The horse is bred for fast running, therefore 
its feet have become adapted for running. 

They are simpler than those of Stegosaurus, 
with only one toe bone on each foot. 

Horses also have very specialized grinding 
teeth, while the teeth of Stegosaurus are 

simple slicing structures. Stegosaurus, on 
the other hand, has some very distinct 

adaptations in its huge armour plates and 
tail spikes. Some adaptations 

of Stegosaurus are for defence because it 
was not a fast runner.



Fossils and Evolution

Fossils are 
very useful for 
telling us more 

about how 
animals and 
plants have 

evolved over 
time. 

For example, 
we think that 

these fossil 
skeletons show 

how whales 
might originate 

from land 
animals.



What can we learn about the 
following fossils?

� Pick three of the following fossils and have a go at 
sketching them into your exercise book (or onto paper)

� Label your sketches with your observations of adaptions.
� Check out the example for guidance!

� EXT: Research one of the creatures from the previous 
slide. What adaptations do they have?

� Diacodexis

� Pakicetus

� Ambulocetus
� Dorudon

� Balaena



Fossil Labelling Example: 
what do you see?



Fossil Labelling Example

Large, spread toes –
suited to distributing 
weight for balance on 

uneven surfaces

Large eyes on side of 
skull. Good range of 
vision to lookout for 

predators- prey animal.

Large, flat teeth. 
Good for chewing 
tough vegetation –

herbivore?

No obvious defense 
mechanism- fast 

runner?

Leg structure poised 
for running.


