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Geology A Level 
 
Time and Change 
Geological time is vast and almost incomprehensible to many people. We, as non‐
geologists, talk about ancient civilisations that are perhaps thousands of years old. 
As geologists, we have to deal with time scales that go back billions of years. 
Geological time is represented on a geological column that usually shows absolute 
time (measured in ‘millions of years ago’ or ‘Ma’ and usually obtained from 
radiometric dating methods) and relative time (subdivisions of the Earth’s geology in 
a specific order. Most of these subdivisions are recognized globally on the basis of 
their relative position in the Earth's stratigraphy and their fossil content). 
 
Geological events can be placed in relative and absolute time scale: 
‘The geological column provides a means of (i) placing geological events in their 
correct time sequence and (ii) defining the absolute age of some events’. 
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Activity: Investigating the past 
1. Complete a colour coded the map of the UK showing areas of different rock 

types and ages: 
https://www.bgs.ac.uk/discoveringGeology/geologyOfBritain/colouringMap.ht
ml 

2. Pick one time period, for example, the Carboniferous, then research and 
complete a summary of what life was like in the Carboniferous. You can refer 
to the environment (climate, conditions, latitude, marine, desert etc), 
organisms/fossil evidence, rock type evidence, any other clues you can find. 

3. Challenge yourself – look at more than one time period or, if you want to, you 
can do this for every time period.  

4. You should present the evidence (your findings on a ppt or google slides). Do 
not just copy and paste and please save the book/website/journal references 
you have used. 

 

Read about the different time periods 
A great place to start is to look at the turning points in history, which is summarised 
here: http://www.bbc.com/earth/bespoke/story/20150123-earths-25-biggest-turning-
points/ 
 
The UK changed position through time due to continental drift, so this will help you 
visualise what was happening through each period: 
http://www.discoveringfossils.co.uk/how_britain_formed.htm 
 
There is also lots of detail in the free online textbook: Exploring Geoscience Across 
the globe: https://cdn.egu.eu/media/filer_public/c4/02/c4028940-f83f-4d0a-892d-
8ee02e9d25b7/exploring-geoscience-across-the-globe-2.pdf 
 
If you want to learn more a very detailed view of each period of time with lots of new 
terminology: https://www.geolsoc.org.uk/Groups-and-
Networks/Commissions/Stratigraphy-Commission/Brief-Summary-of-British-
Stratigraphy  
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Watch documentaries about geological time. 
Watch this to see which periods really interest you. 
Brief summary: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rWp5ZpJAIAE&t=616s 
 
If you search for your chosen time period on YouTube, you will find lots; here is an 
example: 
PBS EONS is a great YouTube channel to use: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCzR-rom72PHN9Zg7RML9EbA 
Giant insects of the Carboniferous. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-wQLKMUWANg  

 
Did you know that EONs are the largest subdivision of 
geological time? 
 
Eons: This is the largest subdivision of geological time lasting for hundreds of 
millions of years. Currently we are in the Phanerozoic Eon, which has run from 540 
Ma until present. Before this there were the Proterozoic, Archaean and Hadean 
Eons. These three eons are generally just lumped together under the label 
‘Precambrian’ (they occur before the Cambrian period). It is rare to refer to rocks or 
increasingly smaller units of time as anything other than Precambrian if they are 
older than 540 Ma unless a further degree of detail is required. 
 
Eras: Generally, the Phanerozoic Eon is subdivided into three eras: the 
Cenozoic or Cainozoic (‘recent life’), Mesozoic (‘middle life’) and Palaeozoic (‘ancient 
life’). (The Palaeozoic Era may be subdivided into ‘Lower’ and ‘Upper’. ) 
Palaeozoic (Paleozoic) refers to the Cambrian to Permian periods (570 – 245 Ma). 
Mesozoic refers to the Triassic, Jurassic and Cretaceous periods (245 – 65 Ma). The 
Cenozoic refers to the Paleogene and Neogene periods (lumped together under the 
name ‘Tertiary Period’) and the Quaternary Period (65 Ma – present). 
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