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Morian Hall of Paleontology: 3rd–5th Grade Knowledge Hunt
Dear Educator
Thank you for downloading the free online curriculum for the Morian Hall of Paleontology at the Houston Museum of Natural Science. We are delighted that you have chosen to integrate this 3rd–5th grade student-led investigation into your instructional plans and to use the world-renowned resources of HMNS as an extension of your classroom.
At HMNS, the goal of these curriculum materials is to support rigorous, TEKS-aligned learning while still giving students space to observe closely, ask questions, and build explanations from evidence. This Student-Led Knowledge Hunt is designed to help upper elementary students think like paleontologists as they explore fossils, ancient ecosystems, adaptation, extinction, and the long history of life on Earth.
How to use this guide
· Feel free to adapt, shorten, or reorder questions to best fit your curriculum goals, time in the hall, and students’ readiness levels.
· Encourage students to work independently, with a partner, or in small groups while using fossils, murals, reconstructions, and exhibit text as their main sources of information.
· Remind students to use their own words, point to evidence they notice, and support their ideas with observations from the hall.
· Museum Visitor Services and Security staff are stationed throughout the museum and are happy to help you locate the Morian Hall of Paleontology or specific objects mentioned in the hunt.
· For safety and a successful learning experience, please ensure that one adult chaperone accompanies approximately every ten students at all times.
For questions, please contact the HMNS Curriculum team at curriculum@hmns.org.
3rd–5th: Morian Hall of Paleontology — TEKS Overview
This 3rd–5th grade Morian Hall of Paleontology Student-Led Knowledge Hunt supports elementary Science TEKS by helping students build understanding of fossils, organisms and environments, adaptations, food webs, and changes on Earth over time. As students observe stromatolites, trilobites, marine reptiles, dinosaurs, fossil plants, and Ice Age mammals, they explore how scientists use evidence to reconstruct ancient life and explain how environments and organisms changed across millions of years.
The hunt also supports the Scientific and Engineering Practices embedded in the elementary science standards. Students observe closely, compare structures, ask questions, form simple hypotheses, interpret models and murals, and communicate evidence-based explanations about what they see.







Morian Hall of Paleontology: Student Questions
Use this as an independent guide or in small groups. Move in order through the hall. Read exhibit labels carefully, look closely at fossils and models, and answer on your own paper using complete sentences when possible.
1. Precambrian Era — Stromatolites
Find the layered rocks called stromatolites near the beginning of the hall.
1. How do the stromatolites differ in shape, color, or layering?
2. What might these differences tell you about changes in their environment over time?
3. Suggest one environmental change that could have caused one stromatolite to look different from the others.
2. Paleozoic Era — Trilobites
Find the large trilobite named after Houston collector Samuel Stubbs and the Devonian trilobite displays.
1. What is the trilobite’s full scientific name?
2. How do the early Devonian trilobites differ from the later Devonian trilobites?
3. Write one hypothesis explaining why trilobites may have changed over time.
3. Early Permian — Craddock Bone Bed
Find the mural showing the Craddock Bone Bed.
1. What landforms do you notice in the mural?
2. Choose one animal in the mural. What two body traits does it have?
3. How might those traits have helped it survive in that habitat?

4. Dimetrodon (Early Permian)
Find the Dimetrodon model with the large sail on its back.
1. How do forward-facing eyes help a predator?
2. Dimetrodon’s teeth are sharp and serrated for slicing through prey. How might this kind of cutting tooth help it eat animals that had tough or armored skin?
3. Dimetrodon has two different sizes of teeth, but they are mostly the same shape. Infer, and explain how each size might help it grab or slice its food.


5. Triassic Ponds — Smilosuchus and Placerias
Find the Triassic mural showing animals gathered around a pond, including Smilosuchus (a large crocodile‑like reptile) and Placerias.
1. What modern animal does Smilosuchus remind you of when you look at its body shape and long jaws?
2. If Smilosuchus was the top predator, why would it need camouflage, and how might blending in near the water’s edge help it sneak up on its prey?
3. Placerias was a big plant‑eater and Smilosuchus was a meat‑eater that hunted in and around the water. Describe one way their body shapes or actions in the mural show that one is the hunter and the other is the prey.

6. Jurassic Oceans — Plesiosaur and Moonfish
Find the plesiosaur cast and the fossil fish Gyrodus circularis.
1. What clues show that the plesiosaur lived in water?
2. How would its flippers, body shape, or neck help it survive in the ocean?
3. What do the moonfish’s teeth, fins, or body shape tell you about how it lived?
7. Late Jurassic — Stegosaurus and Allosaurus
Find the skeletons of Stegosaurus and Allosaurus displayed near each other.
1. How are their bodies similar?
2. How are their bodies different?
3. Which one was the carnivore, and which one was the herbivore? How do you know?


8. Cretaceous — Wyrex and Food Webs
Find Wyrex, the T. rex with part of its tail bitten off, and the Late Cretaceous mural with magnolia trees.
1. How would losing part of its tail affect Wyrex’s balance and movement?
2. What might the bite in the tail tell you about interactions between large animals?
3. What would happen to herbivores and carnivores if the plants in this ecosystem died out?
9. Quetzalcoatlus
Find Quetzalcoatlus and its eggs.
1. What might the pointed shape at the base of its head help it do in the air?
2. List three inherited traits a baby Quetzalcoatlus might share with the adult.
3. Suggest one learned behavior the young animal might still need to learn.
10. End Cretaceous — Extinction
Find the information about hypotheses for dinosaur extinction.
1. What are two different ideas shown for why dinosaurs became extinct?
2. How might each event have changed ecosystems?
3. Which hypothesis do you think best fits the evidence in the hall? Explain your answer.
11. Cenozoic Era — Petrified Wood, Amber, and Megalodon
Find the petrified wood, amber, and Megalodon displays.
1. How do tree rings help scientists estimate a tree’s age?
2. What insects can you identify in the amber?
3. Besides climate change, what is one other possible reason a giant predator like Megalodon might go extinct?
12. Pliocene and Pleistocene — Mammoths and Humans
Find the displays showing mastodons, early humans, and stone tools.
1. Why might early humans have hunted giant animals such as mammoths and mastodons?
2. Besides food, what else could humans get from these animals?
3. Choose one stone tool. How did its shape help it do a specific job?
Final Reflection
1. What is one fossil or organism in the hall that you found especially interesting? Why?
2. What is one example of how Earth’s environment changed over time?
3. What is one example of how organisms adapted to survive?
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