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Lesson Plan: Earth's Incredible Story - A Toilet
Paper Timeline
Materials Needed:

One roll of toilet paper (a 100-sheet roll is great, but any will work)
Colored markers, pens, or crayons
A tape measure or ruler
A clear, long space on the floor (like a hallway) to unroll the timeline
Access to the internet for a short video
Optional: Small stickers or printed pictures of dinosaurs, plants, fossils, and early mammals

Learning Objectives

By the end of this lesson, the student will be able to:

Organize the four major geologic eras (Precambrian, Paleozoic, Mesozoic, Cenozoic) in
chronological order.
Describe at least one major event or dominant life form from each era.
Visually represent the vast scale of geologic time and explain why the Precambrian era is the
longest.
Create a tangible, artistic timeline that demonstrates their understanding.

Motivation (The Hook - 5 minutes)

Start with a thought-provoking question: "Imagine Earth's entire history, all 4.6 billion years, was
squeezed into a single calendar year. If Earth formed on January 1st, when do you think the first
dinosaurs appeared? When did the first humans show up?"

Discuss the student's guesses. Reveal the answers: Dinosaurs would appear around mid-December. The
first modern humans wouldn't show up until about 11:40 PM on December 31st! This highlights how
incredibly long Earth's history is and how recently we arrived. Today, we are going to unroll that history
to see it for ourselves.

Content & Guided Learning (15 minutes)

Watch an Introductory Video: Watch a short, engaging video about the geologic time scale. A1.
great option is "The Geologic Time Scale" by PBS Eons or a similar video from SciShow Kids.
Introduce the Four Eras: Briefly discuss the four major eras as "chapters" in Earth's story.2.

Precambrian Era (The "Beginning"): The longest chapter! Earth forms, oceans appear,
and the very first simple life (like bacteria) emerges. The air becomes breathable.
Paleozoic Era ("Ancient Life"): A "Cambrian Explosion" of life in the oceans. Fish, insects,
and amphibians appear. The era ends with a massive extinction event.
Mesozoic Era ("Middle Life"): The Age of Reptiles! Dinosaurs rule the land. The first birds
and mammals appear.
Cenozoic Era ("Recent Life"): The Age of Mammals. After the dinosaurs go extinct,
mammals diversify. This is the era we are currently in, with humans appearing at the very,
very end.

Set up the Timeline Math: Explain that you will use a toilet paper roll to show this timeline.3.
Let's make it simple: One sheet of toilet paper = 50 million years.
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Precambrian: About 4,000 million years long = 80 sheets.
Paleozoic: About 300 million years long = 6 sheets.
Mesozoic: About 180 million years long = 3.5 sheets.
Cenozoic: About 65 million years long = 1.5 sheets.

(Note: These are simplified for the activity. Precision is less important than understanding the
scale).

Main Activity: Create the Toilet Paper Timeline (30-45 minutes)

Find a Space: Unroll the toilet paper roll carefully across a long, clear floor space. You will need1.
at least 80 sheets' worth of room!
Mark the Beginning: At the very start of the roll (the end attached to the cardboard tube), write2.
"PRESENT DAY" and draw a picture of a human or a house.
Measure and Mark the Cenozoic Era: Measure back 1.5 sheets from the "PRESENT DAY" mark.3.
Draw a thick line with a marker and label this section "Cenozoic Era." In this section, draw or place
stickers of mammals like mammoths, saber-toothed cats, and whales.
Mark the Mesozoic Era: From the Cenozoic line, measure back another 3.5 sheets. Draw a line4.
and label this section "Mesozoic Era." This is the dinosaur section! Draw T-Rex, Stegosaurus, and
Pterodactyls. Also draw the impact crater that caused their extinction at the end of this era (right
next to the Cenozoic line).
Mark the Paleozoic Era: From the Mesozoic line, measure back 6 sheets. Draw a line and label it5.
"Paleozoic Era." Fill this section with ocean life: trilobites, weird fish, and maybe some of the first
plants and insects on land.
The Great Expanse of the Precambrian: The remaining 80 sheets are ALL the Precambrian6.
Era. Leave most of it blank to represent the long period with only simple life. In the last few sheets
before the Paleozoic, draw simple life forms like bacteria, algae, and jellyfish. At the very
beginning of the roll (sheet #80), write "4.6 BILLION YEARS AGO - Earth Forms!" and draw a
picture of a volcano or a molten planet.

Assessment (Student Presentation - 10 minutes)

Have the student act as a "Time Traveler Guide." They will walk you along their timeline, starting from
the formation of the Earth and moving toward the present day. Ask them to:

Point out each era and say its name.
Describe one important thing that happened in that era.
Explain why the Precambrian section is so long and mostly empty.
Show you where the dinosaurs lived and where humans appear on the timeline.

Art Integration

This entire lesson is built around art! The student isn't just learning facts; they are interpreting and
visualizing scientific data. Encourage creativity:

Use different colors for each era.
Experiment with drawing styles for different creatures.
Add creative details: draw erupting volcanoes in the Precambrian, giant forests in the Paleozoic,
and an icy landscape for the Ice Age in the Cenozoic.
The final product is a piece of "data art" that tells a story.
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Infusing (Cross-Curricular Connections)

Math: The calculation of sheets per era is a direct application of division and ratios. For an older
student, use a 200-sheet roll and have them calculate the new scale (e.g., 4.6 billion years / 200
sheets = 23 million years per sheet).
Language Arts: Have the student write a short story or a "diary entry" from the perspective of a
creature living in one of the eras. What would a trilobite see? What would a T-Rex be worried
about?

Values

Humility and Perspective: This activity powerfully demonstrates how short human history is
compared to Earth's history. It fosters a sense of humility and wonder.
Stewardship: Understanding the long, slow processes that created our world can inspire a sense
of responsibility to care for it. We are a tiny part of a very long story.
Appreciation for Science: The lesson shows how scientists act like detectives, using clues
(fossils) to piece together a story they could never see firsthand.

Resources & Teaching Aids

Primary Teaching Aid: The completed Toilet Paper Timeline is the main teaching aid, created by
the student.
Video Resource: PBS Eons or SciShow Kids videos on YouTube.
Visual Chart: Before starting, you can sketch a simple four-column chart on a whiteboard or
paper (Era | Key Event | Life Forms | # of TP Sheets) for the student to reference.

Differentiation and Extension

For a younger student: Focus only on the drawings and the general idea of "long ago" versus
"recent." Pre-fill the names of the eras for them to trace.
For an older/advanced student: Challenge them to subdivide the eras into periods (e.g.,
Jurassic, Triassic, Cretaceous within the Mesozoic). Have them research and add specific "index
fossils" to the correct periods on their timeline.


