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Investigation File
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imagine that you are hiking 
on hard, solid rock. You  

think you spot a small animal 
near your feet. But wait! it’s  
not alive. it’s a fossil! You’re 
hiking on a kind of rock called 
shale. This nonliving material  
is packed with fossils.

This rock is the Burgess 
shale in canada. scientists 
have found fossils of over 
170 different kinds of living  
things here. most of the fossils are of small 
animals. They lived about 500 million years  
ago. now you can only see them in fossils.

The creatures in those fossils once lived  
in a warm ocean. That’s where the shale  
formed, too. over time, the land moved,  
so the shale was no longer covered by 
water. now scientists can study the fossils  
to learn about plants and animals that  
lived long ago.

Famous Fossils

Fossils were first 
discovered in the  
Burgess Shale in 1909. 

You can find the  
fossil beds of the 
Burgess Shale  
in Yoho National  
Park in British 
Columbia, Canada.
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Sinking Sediment
look closely at the shale on page 1. it has many  
layers. Where did these layers come from?

shale forms in nature. it is a kind of sedimentary 
rock. shale is made of tiny bits of older rocks and 
minerals called sediment. sediment from land  
gets picked up and carried by moving water.  
Then it gets dropped into a lake or ocean.

The sediment falls to the lake or ocean floor  
like cookie crumbs falling in a glass of milk. it  
forms a thin layer. over time, more sediment  
falls. The water above the sediment pushes  
down on it. The sediment gets pressed and  
stuck together. eventually, it becomes shale.

three FoSSilS oF the BUrgeSS Shale

trilobites were hunters that moved 
along the muddy ocean floor. 

shale Sponges got food from the water 
and grew in a branching pattern.

ottoia worms burrowed in U-shaped 
holes, waiting to catch prey.

how FoSSilS Form iN Shale
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1.  a dead animal sinks to the ocean floor  
and is covered with sediment.

2.  over time, layers of sediment build up.  
minerals replace the remains of the animal.

3.  the layers of sediment become shale  
as the ocean moves away.

4.  erosion removes sediment and rock, 
revealing the fossil at the surface.
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Usually only the 
hard parts of animals—
such as bones, teeth, 
and shells—become 
fossils. But some fossils 
in the Burgess shale 
are also from soft  
body parts, such as 
organs and muscles.

Do You 
Know?


