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[bookmark: morian_hall_of_paleontology_6th_8_7e30cf]Morian Hall of Paleontology: 6th–8th Grade Knowledge Hunt
[bookmark: dear_educator]Dear Educator
Thank you for downloading the free Morian Hall of Paleontology Knowledge Hunt for grades 6–8 at the Houston Museum of Natural Science. This guide is designed to support a student-led investigation of fossils, ancient ecosystems, extinction, adaptation, and Earth’s deep history through close observation and evidence-based thinking.
At HMNS, the goal of these curriculum materials is to provide rigorous, editable, TEKS-aligned resources that still leave room for curiosity, interpretation, and discussion. This hunt helps middle school students think like paleontologists, geologists, and evolutionary biologists as they move through the hall from early life on Earth to Ice Age mammals and early humans.
[bookmark: how_to_use_this_guide]How to use this guide
· Feel free to adapt, remove, or reorder questions to best fit your curriculum goals, time in the hall, and students’ readiness levels.
· Encourage students to work independently, in pairs, or in small groups as they move through the exhibit, using fossils, murals, diagrams, reconstructions, and object labels as their main sources of information.
· Remind students to read carefully, look closely, and use specific evidence from the hall when explaining what they notice and infer.
· Museum Visitor Services and Security staff are stationed throughout the Museum and are happy to help you locate specific areas or objects mentioned in the hunt.
· For safety and a successful learning experience, please ensure that one adult chaperone accompanies every group of approximately ten students at all times.
For questions, please contact the HMNS Curriculum team at curriculum@hmns.org.
We appreciate the vital work educators do every day and are honored to be part of students’ exploration of the history of life on Earth. We hope you and your students enjoy your visit to the Morian Hall of Paleontology.
[bookmark: bm_6th_8th_morian_hall_of_paleont_174810]6th–8th: Morian Hall of Paleontology — TEKS Overview
This 6th–8th grade Morian Hall of Paleontology Student-Led Hunt supports middle school Science TEKS by deepening students’ understanding of Earth history, fossils, adaptation, ancient environments, and change over time. Students consider how fossils preserve evidence of life in the past, how organisms and ecosystems changed across geologic eras, and how environmental shifts influenced survival and extinction.
The hunt also supports scientific reasoning and disciplinary literacy in the TEKS. Students work with museum-based sources—fossils, murals, comparative anatomy, diagrams, and explanatory text—to gather information, make comparisons, analyze cause and effect, and build evidence-based interpretations.
Across grades 6–8, this resource most strongly connects to TEKS strands involving:
· Earth and space — geologic time, ancient environments, fossil evidence, and large-scale Earth change over time.
· Organisms and environments — adaptation, biodiversity, ecosystem relationships, and extinction.
· Scientific reasoning and communication — analyzing evidence, comparing structures, making inferences, and supporting claims with observations from the exhibit.
· Cross-disciplinary skills — estimation, graphing, proportional reasoning, and mathematical thinking in scientific contexts.
[bookmark: morian_hall_of_paleontology_stude_829993]










Morian Hall of Paleontology: Student Questions
Use this as an independent guide or in small groups. Move in order from the entrance through the hall. For each stop, read the exhibit labels carefully, examine the fossils and models, and respond in complete sentences on your own paper.
[bookmark: bm_1_precambrian_era_stromatolite_3f377a]1. Precambrian Era — Stromatolites and Early Earth
Find the stromatolites near the beginning of the hall and compare them with the nearby banded iron display.
1. Describe at least two differences you notice in the shape, color, or layering of the stromatolites.
2. What do stromatolites suggest about some of the earliest life on Earth?
3. Why was the buildup of oxygen in Earth’s atmosphere important for more complex life?
4. What do the stromatolites and banded iron together suggest about changes in Earth’s early environment?
[bookmark: bm_2_paleozoic_era_trilobites_and_c6ebbf]2. Paleozoic Era — Trilobites and Ancient Seas
Find the trilobite displays from the Cambrian and Devonian periods.
1. How do younger and older trilobites differ in body shape, spines, or eyes?
2. Which features might have helped trilobites survive on the seafloor or avoid predators?
3. Some similar trilobite fossils are found on continents that are far apart today. What might that suggest about Earth’s past geography?
4. Write one hypothesis explaining why trilobites changed over time. Support it with evidence from what you observe.
[bookmark: bm_3_coral_growth_rings_time_and_c317f9]3. Coral Growth Rings — Time and Earth’s Rotation
Find the fossil coral with visible growth rings.
1. How are coral growth rings similar to tree rings?
2. Why can scientists use these rings to study Earth’s past?
3. What does the exhibit suggest about the length of a day long ago?
4. Explain how a change in Earth’s rotation could affect both the length of a day and the number of days in a year.
[bookmark: bm_4_coelacanth_form_and_function]4. Coelacanth — Form and Function
Find the coelacanth and examine its fins and body shape.
1. Does this fish appear built for fast swimming or slower movement?
2. Would it likely do better in calm water or fast-moving water? Explain using at least two visible features.
3. What does its body design suggest about how it moved through the water?
[bookmark: bm_5_carboniferous_and_permian_ox_d80473]5. Carboniferous and Permian — Oxygen and Life
Find the section about changing oxygen levels and giant arthropods.
1. How might higher oxygen levels affect the size of insects and other organisms?
2. What might happen if oxygen levels dropped too low? Predict how this could affect animal life.
3. Which time period shown seems most likely to support the largest organisms? Explain your reasoning.
[bookmark: bm_6_pangaea_continents_and_fossil_clues]6. Pangaea — Continents and Fossil Clues
Find the display or map showing Pangaea.
1. What does the idea of a supercontinent help explain about fossils found on different continents?
2. Why are matching fossils on landmasses now separated by oceans important scientific evidence?
3. Sketch Pangaea on your paper and label where you think the future United States would have been.
[bookmark: bm_7_judy_block_fossils_as_evidence]7. Judy Block — Fossils as Evidence
Find the fossil known as the Judy Block.
1. What kinds of fossil remains are preserved in this specimen?
2. What can a fossil assemblage like this tell paleontologists about an ancient environment or event?
3. Describe two specific clues from the Judy Block that could help scientists reconstruct what happened there.
[bookmark: bm_8_mesozoic_era_teeth_diet_and_f745b3]8. Mesozoic Era — Teeth, Diet, and Survival
Look at animals such as Postosuchus and Desmatosuchus.
1. How can tooth shape help you decide whether an animal was an herbivore or carnivore?
2. Choose one animal and explain how two visible body traits may have helped it survive.
3. What does the body structure suggest about how the animal fed or defended itself?
[bookmark: bm_9_jurassic_oceans_ecosystems_i_ca7cb5]9. Jurassic Oceans — Ecosystems in Balance
Study the mural of the Early Jurassic Ocean and the marine reptile displays nearby.
1. What organisms can you identify in the ecosystem?
2. Describe one predator-prey relationship you notice or infer from the mural.
3. What might happen to the rest of the ecosystem if one important organism, such as the crinoids, disappeared?
4. What does this mural suggest about how organisms in an ecosystem depend on one another?
[bookmark: bm_10_jurassic_motherhood_reprodu_97040a]10. Jurassic Motherhood — Reproduction and Survival
Find the ichthyosaur fossil with pups.
1. What does this fossil suggest about reproduction in marine reptiles?
2. Why might newborns need features such as relatively large heads early in life?
3. What can this fossil tell scientists about survival in ancient marine environments?
[bookmark: bm_11_cretaceous_giants_body_stru_d3a9fc]11. Cretaceous Giants — Body Structure and Motion
Look for Diplodocus, Gorgosaurus, Tyrannosaurs (Like Wyrex), and Quetzalcoatlus.
1. Choose one of these animals and describe three body structures you notice.
2. Explain how those structures connect to movement, feeding, defense, or survival.
3. If you chose Wyrex, explain how losing part of the tail would affect balance and motion.
4. If you chose Quetzalcoatlus, explain how its bones would likely differ from those of a large land predator and why.
[bookmark: bm_12_cenozoic_era_petrified_wood_33e656]12. Cenozoic Era — Petrified Wood and Plant Fossils
Find the petrified wood or maple leaf impression.
1. What evidence do you see that pressure changed the shape of the original plant material?
2. What can fossil plants tell scientists about ancient climates and environments?
3. Explain how a fossilized plant can provide clues about water, habitat, or weather in the past.
[bookmark: bm_13_mammoths_mastodons_and_earl_441b14]13. Mammoths, Mastodons, and Early Humans
Look at the displays showing mastodons, mammoths, early humans and tools.
1. Why might large mammals have migrated to new places?
2. What are two possible reasons many Ice Age mammals became extinct?
3. Choose one stone tool and explain how its shape or edge angle made it useful for a specific task.
4. How might that tool have helped early humans survive in changing environments?
[bookmark: bm_14_final_reflection_evidence_f_796ff2]14. Final Reflection — Evidence from the Past
1. Choose one fossil or organism from the hall that you found especially interesting. What does it teach about life on Earth in the past?
2. What is one example of how Earth’s environment changed over time in this hall?
3. What is one example of how organisms adapted to survive? Use a specific exhibit in your answer.
4. Write a short evidence-based explanation about one exhibit in the hall. Include at least two specific observations and explain what they reveal about ancient life or environments.
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