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Activity 2: The Rock and Fossil Record
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Extinct Organisms Fact Sheet

All five of the extinct organisms below share a common feature - they all possess a notochord, which is a flexible, primitive backbone, early in their development. In mature organisms, a bony vertebrae (spine) may replace the notochord, although some animals retain a notochord as adults. 
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Credit: California Academy of Sciences
	This animal is widely featured as the first "four-legged fish" and may be a transitional animal between fish and amphibians. Found in fossil deposits in eastern Greenland, Ichthyostega was about 1.5 m (4 feet) long and lived mostly on land.  Its skull showed primitive fish-like features and the tail had fish-like spines.  The spine had some bone present, although the vertebrae had jelly-like material resembling a notochord. (Image at left is artist’s reconstruction.)

	Heterostracans, is a flat armored jawless fish-like animal that was likely a bottom feeder.  Ranging in size from 5cm to 30 cm (about 12 in.), it was relatively small. Their skeleton did not contain bone and their internal anatomy is known only from impressions on the surface of their skin.  (Image at left is artist’s reconstruction.)
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Credit: California Academy of Sciences
	This extinct, 10 cm (6 in.) long, insect-eater found its food at night. It lived in Europe, China, Africa, and North America. Many biologists think Megazostrodon was one of the earliest mammals, who likely lived through the age of the dinosaurs. These early mammals had bony skeletons, fur and likely suckled their young.  Related to reptiles, these early mammals are also thought to have laid leathery eggs.  (Image at left is artist’s reconstruction.)

	Archaeopteryx may be a transitional animal between reptiles and birds. With a full set of teeth, a long bony tail and three claws on the wing this extinct animal has both bird and reptilian features.  Scientists still debate whether this creature could fly or whether the feathers were used to control its body temperature.  All reptiles, birds, and mammals are amniotes, meaning that the embryo is suspended in a fluid-filled sac or amnion.  
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Credit: University of California Museum of Paleontology
	Conodonts are 4 cm (about 1.5 in.), extinct marine animals that have tiny comb-shaped denticles or "cone-teeth". They had a long, thin body with chevron-shaped muscles and a trace of a notochord. These animals were thought to be the early ancestors to vertebrates (animals with a spine). The conodont had very large forward-facing eyes and it probably hunted other animals for food.
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