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Directions: Read the information below.
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GEOLOGIC TIME SCALE

Discovering Earth’s History

Have you ever eaten lasagna? If you have, you know that it is made with layers of pasta and fillings. 
First, there’s a layer of pasta, then sauce, then meat, cheese, another layer of pasta and so on. What you 
probably didn’t know is that lasagna and Earth’s history have something in common. Over 4.5 billion 
years ago, Earth was a new planet, much like an empty lasagna pan. Over the years of its history, layers 
of rock and sediment have accumulated on the surface. Just like when you add ingredients to the pasta 
dish and the newest ingredients are at the top, Earth’s rock strata (or layers of rock) work the same way. 
The newest layers are on the top. Scientists use this method to determine how long ago certain events 
happened in Earth’s history.

We divide the events in Earth’s history using the geologic time scale. This is a chart of the history of 
earth using incremental measures of time. Let’s examine this concept a little more. When we think 
about a human’s age, we can say they are a child or an adult. If they are a child we can be more specific 
and say they are either a young child, older child, or a teenager. If they are a young child they might be 
a newborn, infant, or toddler. A newborn might be one week old. Notice how we determine someone’s 
age by using increasingly more specific measures. This is similar to what we do with Earth’s history.

An eon is the largest span of time. Earth has only experienced two eons: Precambrian and Phanerozoic 
(the one we have been in for 542 million years until now). Within the Phanerozoic eon, we have three 
eras: Paleozoic, Mesozoic, and Cenozoic. The Cenozoic era began about 65 million years ago and  
continues today. The Cenozoic era is divided further into two periods: Tertiary and Quaternary. We are 
currently in the Quaternary period, which is made up of two epochs: Pleistocene and Holocene (the 
epoch we have been in for approximately 11,000 years).

The last Ice Age occurred during the Pleistocene epoch, which began about 1.8 million years ago. Other 
notable periods of time include the Triassic period, beginning 251 million years ago, when dinosaurs 
first appeared. If you think that’s a long time ago, the first amphibians (ex: frogs), developed in the  
Devonian period of the Paleozoic era around 416 million years ago. Without being able to understand 
the layers of rock in the earth and examining the fossils within, we may not have this knowledge to  
understand just how old our Earth is.

EON ERA PERIOD EPOCH AGE
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Directions: Answer the questions below.

1.	 How is the process of determining the age of the earth similar to how we determine a human’s age?

2.	 How is the process different?

3.	 Use the box below to sketch what the layers of rock strata might look like (in the correct order) from 
each of the six periods of the Paleozoic era.


