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A CapybarA Capybara Ta Tooooth Hints at a Wth Hints at a Weetttter Deserter Desert
A tiny fossil from Chile may show that today’s Atacama Desert once had rivers, plants,
and water-loving animals.

A fossil tooth lies in desert sand with a faded image of a capybara-like animal beside water behind it.

SScientists found an old tooth in a very surprising place. It came from a large
relative of a capybara. A capybara is the world’s biggest rodent. It looks a

little like a giant guinea pig.

According to reporting by Live Science, the tooth was found in the Atacama
Desert of northern Chile. The Atacama is one of the driest places on Earth.
Some parts get almost no rain.

That is why the tooth matters. Capybaras and their close relatives need steady
fresh water. They eat plants that also need water. Today, a capybara would not
choose a dry desert as a home.

The tooth is a fossil, which means it is an ancient body part turned to stone
over time. It is a molar, a back tooth used for grinding food. Scientists say it is
about 9 million years old.

Finding it is like finding a snow boot in the middle of a sandy beach. It does not
match the place you see now. It is a clue that the place was different long ago.

The tooth was found in a layer of rock from an old shallow sea area. Scientists
also found tiny pieces of ancient plants. These are called phytoliths, which are
small plant bits that can last in soil and rock.
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Those plant clues point to palms, grasses, gingers, and other flowering plants.
The area may once have had a subtropical forest. That means a warm, wet for-
est.

Other fossils had already hinted at a wetter Atacama. Scientists have found
clues of crocodiles and freshwater fish there. The capybara relative adds an-
other piece to the puzzle.

The scientists do not know exactly how the animal got there. The Andes Moun-
tains are very high today. They stand between many capybara homes and the
desert.

One idea is that ancient capybara relatives moved along the coast. They may
have followed wetlands, rivers, and other watery places.

A single tooth cannot tell the whole story. But it can change what scientists ask
next. If a water-loving animal lived there, the desert may not have always been
dry.

That is how Earth science often works. A small find can open a big window into
the past.

Written from reporting by Live Science.

Elementary · Friday, October 9, 2026 · Teacher copy · © 2026 3andB Inc.

2/8



THI NK  I T  T H RTHI NK  I T  T H RO UGHOUGH

1.1. HoHow strw strong is one fong is one fossil tossil tooooth as eth as evidence that a desert was once wevidence that a desert was once wetttter?er?
DeDeffend yend your view.our view.

A strA strong answer:ong answer: A strong answer weighs the tooth with the other clues, such as plant bits, fish, and crocodile
evidence.

2.2. WhWhy mighy might scientists be cart scientists be careeful beful befforore sae saying eying exactly what the Axactly what the Atacama looktacama lookeded
liklike 9 million ye 9 million yearears ags agoo??

A strA strong answer:ong answer: A strong answer explains limits of evidence and notes that one place or time may not describe the
whole desert.

3.3. If yIf you fou found an animal found an animal fossil in a place wherossil in a place where that animal could noe that animal could not livt live te todaodayy,,
what questions would ywhat questions would you ask neou ask next?xt?

A strA strong answer:ong answer: A strong answer proposes tests about age, habitat, water, movement, and whether the fossil was
moved after death.
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A CapybarA Capybara Ta Tooooth Hints at a Wth Hints at a Weetttter Deserter Desert

CAPYBARA DESERT FOREST FOSSIL MOLAR RODENT

WETLAND

C N R R E L D F P E

A D N R F H L E T D

W C R O R O O D F T

E A C D Q O S E L L

T P E R N T D S L E

L Y O O A T E E I W

A B L M O L A R N L

N A F O R E S T L T

D R T O A A N T O D

A A D S I R D H A F
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A CapybarA Capybara Ta Tooooth Hints at a Wth Hints at a Weetttter Deserter Desert

ACROSS

11 Ancient remains or marks preserved in
stone

44 Very dry land with little rain

55 Huge South American water-loving
rodent

66 Mammal that gnaws with ever-growing
front teeth

DOWN

11 Large area filled mostly with trees

22 Land wet or under shallow water most of
the year

33 Big back tooth for crushing food
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A CapybarA Capybara Ta Tooooth Hints at a Wth Hints at a Weetttter Deserter Desert — answer key

CAPYBARA DESERT FOREST FOSSIL MOLAR RODENT
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A CapybarA Capybara Ta Tooooth Hints at a Wth Hints at a Weetttter Deserter Desert — answer key

ACROSS

11 Ancient remains or marks preserved in
stone

44 Very dry land with little rain

55 Huge South American water-loving
rodent

66 Mammal that gnaws with ever-growing
front teeth

DOWN

11 Large area filled mostly with trees

22 Land wet or under shallow water most of
the year

33 Big back tooth for crushing food
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WherWhere this came fre this came fromom

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

LivLive Sciencee Science
“'Freakish' discovery of 9 million-year-old capybara tooth supports idea that Atacama wasn't always a
desert”

Thursday, October 8, 2026

Friday, October 9, 2026

https://www.livescience.com/planet-earth/freakish-discovery-of-9-million-year-old-capybara-tooth-supports-idea-that-atacam
a-wasnt-always-a-desert

W HAW HAT  I S  I N  T H IS  PT  I S  I N  T H IS  PAACK ETCK ET

The article with a note on each question, a word search, a crossword, and the answer key
to both.

C O PC OPY I NG AND RY I NG AND REUSEEUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

MorMore where where this came fre this came fromom

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

• Complete units with student and teacher editions
• Worked solutions for every exercise
• Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.comSee the full lessons at 3andB.com

© 2026 3andB Inc.
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