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Kids Discover the Trail at Museum of the Earth
Teacher Resource: Top 15 Things to Know About Dinosaurs

1. Paleontology is the study of all fossils, not just dinosaurs. Fossils are clues to the life of the past—everything from dinosaurs to plants to bacteria.

2. Dinosaurs are not extinct! Birds are still alive and birds are living dinosaurs! The traditional extinct dinosaurs, like T. rex or Stegosaurus, are called non-avian dinosaurs and they are extinct. Avian dinosaurs, or birds, are not extinct.

3. Not everything that lived millions of years ago is a dinosaur. Dinosaurs are reptiles, but they belong to a very specific group of reptiles called archosaurs. This group includes crocodiles, pterosaurs, and birds. So even though pterosaurs and dinosaurs are closely related, a Pterodactylus is not a dinosaur. As a general rule, it is safe to say that dinosaurs did not swim and—except birds—dinosaurs did not fly!  
4. Not all dinosaurs lived at the same time. Non-avian dinosaurs lived during the Mesozoic Era, which consists of the Triassic, Jurassic, and Cretaceous periods. They lived from about 230 to 65 million years ago. Different dinosaur species lived during each of these periods. Stegosaurus had been extinct for 80 million years before the appearance of Tyrannosaurus. The time separating Stegosaurus and Tyrannosaurus is greater than the time separating Tyrannosaurus and you!
5. People and dinosaurs never lived at the same time. Non-avian dinosaurs died out nearly 60 million years before the evolution of early human ancestors. However, there were small mammals that lived at the same time as the dinosaurs.
6. Dinosaurs lived on all continents. During the Triassic Period—the beginning of the age of dinosaurs—all of the continents had combined into a single landmass called Pangaea. During the following 165 million years that makes up the age of dinosaurs, this landmass broke apart and the continents spread across the globe into a nearly modern arrangement.

7. Approximately 700 species of dinosaurs have been named so far. New fossils are discovered all the time by paleontologists and there are probably many more species to be named!
8. Dinosaur skin color is currently unknown. Although fossilized dinosaur skin and skin impressions have been discovered, the original color is not preserved. So dinosaurs can be any color that you imagine them to be!  Most scientists and artists use today’s reptiles and birds as a guide for coloring dinosaurs.
9. Dinosaurs lived a long time ago, but they were adapted to their environment in the same ways that living animals are adapted to today’s world. By comparing dinosaurs with modern animals and their habitats, we can understand more about the dinosaurs’ lifestyles.

10. Dinosaurs were numerous, diverse, and very successful animals. 

11. Dinosaurs are grouped into two separate groups: Saurischians and Ornithschians. Saurischians are the lizard-hipped dinosaurs; this group includes all of the meat-eating dinosaurs (theropods) and the plant-eating, long-necked dinosaurs (sauropodomorphs). Ornithschians are the bird-hipped dinosaurs; this group includes all the plant-eating dinosaurs (except the sauropodomorphs) like Stegosaurus, Triceratops, and Iguanodon.  Despite the names of these two groups, birds actually evolved from the lizard-hipped theropods.
12. How do we know that birds evolved from dinosaurs?  Scientists connect these “evolutionary dots” by seeing that birds and certain meat-eating dinosaurs both share unique features.  Only birds and dinosaurs have wishbones, and only birds and dinosaurs have feathers.  These are just two of the more than 100 features shared by birds and dinosaurs!

13. Were dinosaurs warm-blooded or cold-blooded? Scientists are not sure and many scientists are studying this today. It seems that dinosaurs grew quickly, like warm-blooded mammals and birds, but there is evidence for both sides of the discussion. We may never know the answer.

14. Dinosaur fossils can not be found in your backyard in New York. Most of the rocks in New York are too old to find dinosaur fossils. The rocks in central New York are from the Devonian Period (410-355 million years old) and are full of fossils of ancient sea life, not dinosaurs. But there is a small outcrop of Triassic rock in Nyack, New York, and from there we have New York’s only known dinosaur fossils. The fossils are footprints, or tracks, from a dinosaur like Coelophysis. Coelophysis is a small, meat eating dinosaur that lived during the Late Triassic Period. Coelophysis is also the logo for Museum of the Earth!
15.  What happened to all of the non-avian dinosaurs? There are dozens of theories to explain why the dinosaurs went extinct at the end of the Cretaceous Period. The mass extinction that occurred 65 million years ago not only exterminated the non-avian dinosaurs but also the flying reptiles and large swimming reptiles and many other marine animals. Many mammals also went extinct.  At the end of the Cretaceous Period: 1) sea levels were falling; 2) large volcanic eruptions were occurring in modern-day India; and 3) there is evidence that a large, six-mile meteorite struck Mexico. One or all of these events was probably contributed to the extinction. 
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