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Lesson Plan

Lots of Layers

Book: The Grand Canyon

Series: Natural Wonders of the World

Level: Navigator

Objective

To help students explore the rock layers that make up the Grand Canyon, focusing on the 

plants and animals that currently live in each layer, as well as what scientists can learn about 

plants and animals of the past by studying the rocks and how they formed.

Supplies

• The Grand Canyon 

• Habitat Layers List (attached)

• Geological Layers List (attached)

• Whiteboard

Before the Activity

Read through The Grand Canyon, or assign it to students to read on their own. Print the Habitat 

Layers List and the Geological Layers List, cutting each word apart so it’s on its own slip of 

paper.

Activity

People come from all around the world to admire the layers of rock that make up the Grand 

Canyon. In fact, Grand Canyon National Park has about five million visitors each year. The 

park is also home to hundreds of different animal species. These animals can often be found 

in different layers of the canyon, which plunges down about 1 mile (1.6 km) deep. The different 

layers make up five different habitats. Write the following habitats on the whiteboard:

• Boreal forest

• Desert scrub

• Ponderosa pine forest

• Riparian

• Woodland

Explain that these five habitats are listed in alphabetical order on the whiteboard. Then give 

each student a slip of paper from the Habitat Layers List. Students should read Chapter 3 

(“Plants and Animals”) of The Grand Canyon, using information from that chapter to find what 
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layer of the canyon is home to the plant or animal on their slip of paper. They should stand in a 

cluster with other students whose plants or animals are from that same layer. 

Then, students should determine the correct order of the habitats. The group of students 

whose plants or animals live in the top layer should stand farthest to the left. The group from 

the next-highest layer should stand a bit to the right, and so on, with the group from the lowest 

layer of the canyon standing farthest to the right. After students have arranged themselves, 

use the attached answer key to check the order of the habitats as well as the plants or animals 

that live in each one.

Then, explain that in addition to studying the layers of the Grand Canyon to find out about 

current animal life, scientists can study the layers to find out about the past. There are five 

different kinds of rock layers that make up the Grand Canyon. Each kind is a different color. 

And each layer was formed at a different time by a different process. Write the layers on the 

whiteboard:

• Granite

• Gray Limestone

• Red Limestone

• Sandstone

• Shale

Give each student a slip of paper from the Geological Layers List. Each slip of paper has a fact 

about one of the layers of rock. Students should read Chapter 2 (“How the Grand Canyon Was 

Formed”) and the “Ancient Remains” feature to determine which layer their fact belongs in. 

Then they should cluster with other students who have facts about that layer. After students 

have found their groups, they should stand in the same order as the layers can be found in the 

canyon. The highest rock layer should be farthest to the left, and the lowest rock layer should 

be farthest to the right. After students have arranged themselves, use the attached answer key 

to check the order of the layers and the facts that describe each one.

To conclude the activity, ask students to list a few similarities and differences between these 

two ways of looking at the structure of the Grand Canyon.

Evaluation

Could students successfully identify which layer the plant or animal (or fact) on their slip of 

paper belonged in? Were they able to find the other students with plants or animals (or facts) 

from the same layer? Did the students arrange their groups in the correct order? 

Standards

This lesson may be used to address the Common Core State Standards’ reading informational 

texts standards, grade 5 (RI 5.5) and the National Science Education Standards’ Content 

Standards C and D, grades 5–8.
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Habitat Layers List

willows scorpions ponderosa pines

cottonwoods creosote bushes squirrels

stream orchids ocotillos sapsuckers

great blue herons cacti woodpeckers

canyon tree frogs pinyon pine spruces

skunks juniper mountain ash

sagebrush javelin lupines

yuccas mule deer perennial grasses

bighorn sheep bobcats mountain lions
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Geological Layers List

makes pink stripes
contains fossils of 
coral and sea sponges

formed 275 million 
years ago 

the canyon’s oldest 
rocks

contains fossils of 
ferns

formed when the land 
was a desert

formed 1.8 billion 
years ago

stained red with iron
contains fossil tracks 
of reptiles, spiders, 
and insects 

formed by high heat 
and pressure

formed 340 million 
years ago 

the youngest layer of 
rock

formed 515 million 
years ago

formed in a warm, 
shallow ocean

formed 270 million 
years ago

formed in a deep, 
muddy sea

contains fossils of 
underwater creatures

the rock at the rim of 
the canyon

makes green stripes
makes light-colored 
stripes
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ANSWER KEY

Habitats

Bottom Layer: Riparian

• canyon tree frogs, cottonwoods, great blue herons, skunks, stream orchids, willows

Layer 2: Desert Scrub

• bighorn sheep, cacti, creosote bushes, ocotillos, sagebrush, scorpions, yuccas 

Layer 3: Woodland 

• bobcats, javelinas, junipers, mule deer, pinyon pines

Layer 4: Ponderosa Pine Forest

• ponderosa pines, sapsuckers, squirrels, woodpeckers

Top Layer: Boreal Forest 

• lupines, mountain ash, mountain lions, perennial grasses, spruces

Geological Layers

Bottom Layer: Granite 

• makes pink stripes

• the canyon’s oldest rocks

• formed 1.8 billion years ago

• formed by high heat and pressure

Layer 2: Shale

• formed 515 million years ago

• formed in a deep, muddy sea

• makes green stripes

• contains fossils of coral and sea sponges

• contains fossils of ferns

Layer 3: Red Limestone

• stained red with iron

• formed 340 million years ago 

• formed in a warm, shallow ocean

• contains fossils of underwater creatures

Layer 4: Sandstone

• makes light-colored stripes

• formed 275 million years ago 

• formed when the land was a desert

• contains fossil tracks of reptiles, spiders, and insects 

Top Layer: Gray Limestone

• the youngest layer of rock

• formed 270 million years ago

• the rock at the rim of the canyon


