
 

Make Your Own Matrix Sifter 

In this activity, you are challenged to engineer your own simulated matrix sifter to practice your 
microfossil sifting skills! Microfossils are just what they sound like - very small fossils. When we 
excavate bones of megafauna (large animals), there is often still dirt stuck to those bones. That 
dirt and other dirt surrounding the megafauna bones are actually FILLED with these tiny fossils. 
When we examine the microfossils, we’re actually getting a better look at the “locals” of Los 
Angeles during the Ice Age. Think insect legs, fish scales, mouse toes, etc. One of the most 
important parts of excavating fossils is sifting through the matrix to find those microfossils!  
 
Materials: 
The materials listed below are suggestions. Feel free to experiment with objects you may have 
at home! 

● Measuring cup or ladle 
● 2 ​Aluminum baking tin​ (9x13 or larger recommended) 
● Small toys​ or rocks that are larger in size than the matrix 
● Matrix​ (simulated) 

Whichever type of simulation you choose, your matrix should have a mix of small and 
  large grains of sand or dirt.  

○ Gathered simulated matrix 
■ Gather some dirt from your neighborhood. You will need at least 3 cups of 

dirt with varying sized grains of dirt and small rocks. 
○ Found simulated matrix 

■ Rice 
■ Quinoa 
■ Barley 
■ Mix of whatever grains you have in your pantry 

○ Purchase simulated matrix 
■ Backyard Wildlife Birdseed​ - you will need about 3 cups  

 
● Sifter 

○ Purchase a fine mesh ​sifter​ or ​colander 
○ Found objects sifter (these are suggested items, feel free to explore your home for 

other items that could be helpful!) 
■ Pipe cleaners 
■ Wooden kebab skewers 

For more activities and offsite resources, visit TARPITS​.org/educational-resources 
La Brea Tar Pits & Museum | www.TARPITS.org 

https://www.amazon.com/Reynolds-Disposable-Roaster-10lbs-12x9x3/dp/B07DY9KP8F/ref=pd_sbs_121_2/147-3181689-6181168?_encoding=UTF8&pd_rd_i=B07DY9KP8F&pd_rd_r=74bc5759-21c3-43d7-b506-910bdd1a79b8&pd_rd_w=eYxP5&pd_rd_wg=rujsH&pf_rd_p=12b8d3e2-e203-4b23-a8bc-68a7d2806477&pf_rd_r=Z6WZPFE37B1WBFG2YYJX&psc=1&refRID=Z6WZPFE37B1WBFG2YYJX
https://www.amazon.com/Safari-Ltd-Prehistoric-Life-TOOB/dp/B000GZED8O/ref=sr_1_5?dchild=1&keywords=ice+age+figure+toys&qid=1589920960&sr=8-5
http://amazon.com/dp/B0002AQO9Y/ref=sspa_dk_hqp_detail_aax_0?psc=1&spLa=ZW5jcnlwdGVkUXVhbGlmaWVyPUExQTk1VU9BN0tWWlJFJmVuY3J5cHRlZElkPUEwOTA3NjE2MUhFRzE2SEY4Vjk3UyZlbmNyeXB0ZWRBZElkPUEwMDI0ODM2T0cyUVZRNFQyNk1aJndpZGdldE5hbWU9c3BfaHFwX3NoYXJlZCZhY3Rpb249Y2xpY2tSZWRpcmVjdCZkb05vdExvZ0NsaWNrPXRydWU=
https://www.amazon.com/Mrs-Andersons-Baking-Tamis-Sifter/dp/B0155ELTR8/ref=sr_1_7?dchild=1&keywords=mesh+sifter&qid=1589911762&s=home-garden&sr=1-7
https://www.amazon.com/Winco-MS3A-8S-Strainer-Single-Diameter/dp/B001VZ5E40/ref=sxbs_sxwds-stvp?cv_ct_cx=mesh+colander&dchild=1&keywords=mesh+colander&pd_rd_i=B001VZ5E40&pd_rd_r=bb6b7414-8a05-4857-b1dd-15bc4e792487&pd_rd_w=ImXUu&pd_rd_wg=XuZpV&pf_rd_p=183579a1-f0e6-4556-8e39-8fe08e8f8141&pf_rd_r=2V4WTTB28MGCSY1VX3Y0&psc=1&qid=1589911800&s=home-garden&sr=1-1-dd5817a1-1ba7-46c2-8996-f96e7b0f409c
https://tarpits.org/educational-resources/teacher-resources/classroom-resources


 
■ Chopsticks 
■ Cardboard tubes (toilet paper or paper towel) 
■ Mesh produce bag  
■ Burlap 
■ Scissors 
■ String or twine 
■ Masking tape 

 
 
Instructions: 
 

1. Make your simulated matrix. 
Create your simulated matrix by putting you dirt, grains, or birdseed into one of the 
aluminum trays. Hide your small toys or rocks in the matrix.  

 

2. Engineer your sifter. 
Set up all your supplies for creating your sifter. Begin by making a frame to hold the mesh 
or screen. Attach your mesh or screen to the frame. Use the other aluminum tray 
underneath the sifter to catch the smaller grains of your “matrix”.  

 

3. Sift your matrix! 
Test out your sifter by gently scooping some of your simulated matrix onto the mesh of 
your sifter. Gently move the matrix around on top of your screen or mesh, keeping an eye 
out for any microfossil toys you find!  

 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Scotch-Office-Masking-4-Inch-YardsTan/dp/B00347A8FS/ref=sr_1_2_sspa?dchild=1&keywords=masking+tape&qid=1589912145&sr=8-2-spons&psc=1&spLa=ZW5jcnlwdGVkUXVhbGlmaWVyPUExODlRSTJMM085RzExJmVuY3J5cHRlZElkPUEwNzU1MzkzMzMyNEo0SjA1U1VXTiZlbmNyeXB0ZWRBZElkPUEwMTI1MDg4MlhCQ0w0SUJETkJVWCZ3aWRnZXROYW1lPXNwX2F0ZiZhY3Rpb249Y2xpY2tSZWRpcmVjdCZkb05vdExvZ0NsaWNrPXRydWU=

