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Lesson Plan: Parasaurolophus 

Summary 
In this episode, Blade sketched a Parasaurolophus figurine while discussing its fossil 

record, crest theories, and adaptations. He explained that hadrosaurs as a group 

spread globally, but Parasaurolophus was limited to North America in the Late 

Cretaceous, with fossils from Alberta, Utah, and New Mexico. Fewer than a dozen 

specimens are known, which limits understanding of its lifestyle, though teeth 

reveal it ate soft plants. Early paleontologists debated whether the crest was a 

snorkel, an air tank, or for display, but modern computer analysis shows it likely 

acted as a resonating chamber for low-frequency communication, supported by ear 

structures adapted to those sounds. Blade also noted its size (31 feet long, 16 feet 

tall, or 53 bananas by 22 hedgehogs), its scaly reptilian skin, kangaroo-like stance, 

and popularity in children’s media such as The Land Before Time. 
https://www.youtube.com/live/yRKRBn6wfBQ?si=lWjYAou5E-VeAaG0 

Objective 
Students will learn about Parasaurolophus, its crest functions, fossil record, and 

adaptations, and compare its unique traits with both modern animals and popular 

culture representations. 

Materials 
- 9 Fun Facts About Parasaurolophus (provided) 

- Worksheet (provided) 

- Optional: images of Parasaurolophus fossils, reconstructions, or pop culture 

appearances 

Introduction 

Begin by asking students if they have ever seen The Land Before Time or Jurassic 

Park. Introduce Parasaurolophus as the dinosaur behind “Ducky” and explain it was 

a duck-billed hadrosaur with a unique crest. Tell students that scientists have 

debated the purpose of this crest for nearly a century. 
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Activity 

1. Provide students with the 9 Fun Facts handout. 

2. Read Fact 4 and Fact 5 together, discussing the early snorkel theory versus the 

resonance chamber discovery. 

3. Compare Parasaurolophus’ low-frequency hearing to elephants and its 

kangaroo-like stance to modern marsupials. 

4. Discuss how rare fossils limit what we know, and why scientists must be careful 

about drawing conclusions from limited evidence. 

5. Conclude by connecting science and pop culture, showing how Parasaurolophus’ 

late discovery kept it out of early films but made it a star in modern ones. 

Assessment 

Students complete the worksheet with review, discussion, and reflection questions. 

Teacher checks for understanding by having students explain how Parasaurolophus’ 

crest worked and why early scientists misinterpreted it. 

Rubric 
Criteria 4 - Excellent 3 - Proficient 2 - Developing 1 - Beginning 

Understanding of 

Crest Theories 

Explains both early 

and modern 

theories clearly 

with examples 

Explains both 

theories with 

some detail 

Explains one 

theory only 

Cannot explain 

theories 

Comparison to 

Modern Animals 

Accurately connects 

Parasaurolophus 

traits to modern 

animals 

Connects traits 

but missing 

details 

One weak 

connection 

No connections 

made 

Use of Fun Facts Accurately uses Fun 

Facts in answers 

Uses Fun Facts 

but with small 

errors 

Minimal 

reference to Fun 

Facts 

No reference to 

Fun Facts 

Worksheet 

Completion 

All sections 

complete with 

detail 

Most sections 

complete 

Some sections 

incomplete 

Worksheet 

mostly blank 
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9 Fun Facts About Parasaurolophus 

1. Parasaurolophus lived in the Late Cretaceous While hadrosaurs as a group 

first appeared in the Jurassic before the supercontinents divided, Parasaurolophus 

itself was a Late Cretaceous specialist. It roamed North America about 77 to 73 

million years ago, long after the Jurassic, with fossils discovered from Alberta down 

through New Mexico. 
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/dino-directory/parasaurolophus.html 

2. Fossils are rare but informative Unlike some hadrosaurs found by the 

hundreds, Parasaurolophus fossils are relatively scarce, with only about a dozen 

reasonably complete specimens. These rare finds have provided details like the 

internal structure of the crest and even skin impressions, which give clues about 

both its sound-making abilities and its scaly texture. 
https://dinomuseum.ca/2021/01/the-real-parasaurolophus 

3. Three recognized species with distinct crests Paleontologists recognize three 

species: P. walkeri, found in Alberta, Canada, P. tubicen, discovered in New Mexico, 

and P. cyrtocristatus, from Utah. Each has a slightly different crest shape and size, 

which helps scientists tell them apart and suggests possible differences in calls or 

display. 
https://dino.fandom.com/wiki/Parasaurolophus?action=edit&section=5&uselang=en 

4. The crest debate lasted for decades When it was first discovered, 

paleontologists argued over several unusual ideas about the crest. Some thought it 

acted as a snorkel, since Parasaurolophus was once believed to live a semi-aquatic 

lifestyle. Others suggested it was a place to store air, like a scuba tank, for diving 

underwater. Later studies of its internal structure overturned those ideas, showing 

the crest was better suited to sound resonance and display. 
https://allosaurusroar.com/parasaurolophus-april-2017 

5. The crest was a natural instrument The long, hollow crest was connected to the 

nasal passages, creating a natural resonating chamber. Computer models suggest 

Parasaurolophus could produce deep, low-frequency sounds, like a built-in 

trombone or didgeridoo, for communication across herds. Studies of their inner ear 

structure also indicate they were sensitive to low-frequency sounds, meaning they 

could both make and hear long-distance calls, much like modern elephants. 
https://www.sandia.gov/media/dinosaur.htm 
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6. Parasaurolophus had scaly skin Skin impressions show a pebbly, non-

overlapping scale texture, similar to modern reptiles. You can see the same kind of 

texture on animals like iguanas, Komodo dragons, and even some geckos, which 

makes it easier to picture what Parasaurolophus looked like in life. 
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/dino-directory/parasaurolophus.html 

7. They walked on two and four legs Parasaurolophus was a facultative 

quadruped, meaning it could graze comfortably on all fours but also rear up to walk 

or run on two legs. This flexibility gave it both reach for browsing and speed for 

escaping predators. Modern kangaroos show a similar split lifestyle, shifting 

between quadrupedal grazing and powerful bipedal movement. 
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/dino-directory/parasaurolophus.html 

8. Pop culture favorite Parasaurolophus appeared in Jurassic Park films and is best 

known in children’s media as “Ducky” in The Land Before Time. Because it was not 

discovered until the 1920s, it missed appearing in early dinosaur books and films 

like Journey to the Center of the Earth or The Lost World. 
https://dino.fandom.com/wiki/Parasaurolophus?action=edit&section=5&uselang=en 

9. No direct fossil evidence of predation Parasaurolophus shared its habitat with 

giant predators like tyrannosaurids, but no fossils have been found with bite marks, 

embedded teeth, or other clear signs of attack. This does not mean such evidence 

never existed, only that it has not yet been discovered, leaving the door open for 

future finds. 
https://dinomuseum.ca/2021/01/the-real-parasaurolophus 
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Worksheet 

Name: ____________________________________ Date: ________________ 

Review 

1. Where have Parasaurolophus fossils been found? 

2. How many good specimens of Parasaurolophus exist? 

3. Name the three recognized species of Parasaurolophus. 

Discussion 

4. Why did early paleontologists think the crest might be a snorkel or air tank? 

 

5. How did computer models change the understanding of the crest’s purpose? 

 

6. In what ways is Parasaurolophus compared to modern elephants and kangaroos? 

 

Data Analysis 

7. If Parasaurolophus was 31 feet long, how many bananas long is that (assuming 7 

inches per banana) and At 16 feet tall, how many hedgehogs high is 

Parasaurolophus (assuming 9 inches per hedgehog)? Show your math. 

 

 

Reflection 

9. Why do you think Parasaurolophus became a favorite in modern children’s media 

even though it was not known early enough for the first dinosaur books and films? 

 

 

10. What does the rarity of Parasaurolophus fossils teach us about the limits of 

paleontology and the importance of future discoveries? 
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