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Lesson Plan: Brontosaurus Juvenile

Summary

In this lesson, students explore the story of Brontosaurus through the lens of
discovery, confusion, and rediscovery. Based on the transcript, the discussion begins
with identifying features that distinguish Brontosaurus from similar dinosaurs such
as its forehead, clawed toes, and smaller size compared to Apatosaurus. Students
learn about its life during the Late Jurassic in North America, how the Bone Wars led
to its naming confusion, and how it was reclassified in 2015. The conversation also
contrasts the popular image of Brontosaurus herds with the limited number of

fossils found, highlighting how science changes as new evidence emerges.
https://www.youtube.com/live /55AwPC20X0k?si=qDd4g]QbBk4CR-s7

Objective

Students will understand the historical and scientific developments surrounding
Brontosaurus, recognize how fossil evidence influences classification, and evaluate
how popular culture impacts public understanding of paleontology.

Standards

e NGSS MS-LS4-1: Analyze and interpret data for patterns in the fossil record that
document the existence and diversity of life forms.

e CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RST.6-8.1: Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis
of science and technical texts.

e (3 Framework D2.His.16.6-8: Organize applicable evidence into a coherent
argument about the past.

Materials

e 9 Fun Facts list
e Worksheet
e Optional: projector or display for dinosaur images, paper, pencils, whiteboard
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Introduction

Begin by showing images or models of long-necked dinosaurs. Ask students what
they know about Brontosaurus and whether they’'ve heard conflicting information
about it. Explain that today’s lesson will explore how scientists corrected mistakes
and why Brontosaurus disappeared and reappeared in science.

Activity

1. Read the 9 Fun Facts as a group.
2. Discuss how early scientists identified and misidentified dinosaurs during the

Bone Wars.

3. Compare Brontosaurus and Apatosaurus using observable differences in

anatomy.

4. Have students fill in the worksheet to reinforce the facts about naming,
classification, and fossil interpretation.
5. Wrap up with a short reflection on how names and media shape our

understanding of prehistoric life.

Assessment

Students will complete the worksheet and participate in the discussion,
demonstrating comprehension of the scientific process, evidence evaluation, and
how cultural representation affects perception of science.

Rubric
Criteria Excellent (4) Good (3) Fair (2) Poor (1)
Content Accurately explains Demonstrates general ~ Partial understanding  Minimal

Understanding

Discussion
Participation

Brontosaurus history
and differences from
Apatosaurus

Actively contributes
thoughtful ideas and

understanding with
minor errors

Participates regularly
with relevant

with gaps

Occasional
participation

understanding shown

Limited or no
participation

listens to peers comments
Worksheet All answers complete ~ Most answers Some answers Worksheet
Completion and accurate accurate missing or incorrect incomplete
Technology Effectively uses Uses technology with ~ Limited use of visuals ~ No use of visuals or

Connections

digital or visual tools

minor issues

or tools

tools
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9 Fun Facts

1. Brontosaurus lived in the Late Jurassic, about 156 to 145 million years ago. It
thrived when North America was part of the supercontinent Pangaea and the land was
covered in lush forests of conifers, cycads, and ferns. Fossils have been found mainly in the
Morrison Formation, a vast stretch of ancient river plains across modern Wyoming,
Colorado, Utah, and New Mexico. These fossil layers show that the animal lived in a warm,

seasonal climate with both dry and wet periods that supported enormous plant eaters.
https://www.britannica.com/animal /Brontosaurus

2. The “Bone Wars” between paleontologists Othniel Charles Marsh and Edward
Drinker Cope fueled the discovery of Brontosaurus. During the 1870s and 1880s, these
two scientists raced to name new dinosaur species in the American West, often without
checking each other’s work. Marsh discovered both Apatosaurus and Brontosaurus during
this rivalry, and their competition pushed fossil collecting to new extremes. The feud led to

hundreds of discoveries but also a fair amount of confusion and duplicate naming.
https://www.abc.net.au/science/articles/2015/07/14/4271550.htm

3. For more than a century, many paleontologists considered Brontosaurus the same
as Apatosaurus. In 1903, researcher Elmer Riggs examined the available bones and
concluded that the two animals were too similar to be separate species. Because
Apatosaurus had been named first, its name took priority under the rules of scientific
naming, and Brontosaurus was removed from textbooks. For generations, museum displays

labeled as “Brontosaurus” were technically Apatosaurus instead.
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/why-brontosaurus-still-matters-63478606/

4. Later fossils exposed mistakes in early museum mounts, including mismatched
skulls. The original Brontosaurus skeleton mounted by Marsh’s team used a skull from a
completely different dinosaur because no true Brontosaurus skull had been found yet. Later
discoveries revealed that Brontosaurus had a smaller, longer skull more like Apatosaurus.
By correcting these mistakes, paleontologists were able to better understand the animal’s
actual appearance and behavior, showing how early fossil displays shaped and sometimes

misled public imagination.
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/back-brontosaurus-dinosaur-just-might-deserve-its-own-genus-species-
science-180954892/

5.1In 2015, scientists formally restored Brontosaurus as a valid genus after 112 years.
Researchers compared hundreds of bone features across 81 specimens of related sauropods
and found clear differences in the vertebrae and neck structure. These details showed that
Brontosaurus was distinct enough from Apatosaurus to stand on its own once again. The
study’s careful statistical analysis revived one of the most famous dinosaur names in the

world.
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/brontosaurus-reinstating-a-prehistoric-icon.html
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6. Brontosaurus was less heavyset than Apatosaurus and had claws likely used for
gripping or digging. While Apatosaurus had a bulkier, more muscular neck, Brontosaurus
was lighter and more graceful in build. Its thumb claw may have helped it brace against
trees while rearing to reach high vegetation or dig shallow nest pits. This adaptation shows
that even among giant sauropods, body shape reflected differences in feeding strategy and
lifestyle.

https://www.dinosaur.org/types-of-dinosaurs/brontosaurus-guide/

7. The name “Brontosaurus” survived in media long after scientists dropped it. For
much of the 20th century, “Brontosaurus” appeared in cartoons, museum exhibits, and even
on U.S. postage stamps. Its name means “thunder lizard,” a dramatic image that stuck in
public imagination far better than the more technical “Apatosaurus.” Even before scientists

officially brought the name back, popular culture refused to let it die.
https://aeon.co/essays/from-the-jurassic-to-star-wars-the-drama-of-revision-goes-on

8. Textbooks and films often depict Brontosauruses moving in large, cooperative
herds. In the traditional picture, herds of Brontosauruses roam lush valleys and swampy
forests, feeding on treetops and protecting their young together. This version has been
repeated for decades in educational books and documentaries, reinforcing the image of the
dinosaur as a peaceful, social giant that dominated the Jurassic landscape. While this image

is partly built on limited fossil evidence, it remains the standard classroom portrayal.
https://www.dinosaur.org/types-of-dinosaurs/brontosaurus-guide/

9. In scientific collections, only about 81 Brontosaurus-related specimens are used in
detailed analyses, and very few are nearly complete. Most of these are partial skeletons
or scattered bones, not full individuals, which means researchers often combine material
from different sites to reconstruct the whole animal. Fewer than five skeletons approach
completeness, so most modern reconstructions rely on computer modeling and
comparisons with better-known relatives like Apatosaurus. This limited sample size
reminds scientists that even iconic dinosaurs are often built from fragments and careful

inference.
https://cupblog.org/2015/08/26/is-brontosaurus-back-not-so-fast-donald-prothero/
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Worksheet

Name: Date:

Review
1. When did Brontosaurus live, and where are its fossils mostly found?

2. Who were Marsh and Cope, and how did their rivalry influence paleontology?

3. Why was Brontosaurus removed from the scientific record for over a century?

Discussion
4. Describe two physical differences between Brontosaurus and Apatosaurus.

5. How does the story of Brontosaurus show that science can change over time?

Data Analysis
6. How many Brontosaurus specimens have been found, and what does that number
suggest about fossil evidence?

7. What were the main findings that led scientists to restore Brontosaurus as its own
genus in 20157

Reflection
8. Why do you think the name Brontosaurus remained popular in culture even after
scientists stopped using it?

9. What lesson about evidence and imagination can we learn from the story of
Brontosaurus?



