
Relative Dating 
Objectives 

• Explain how relative dating is used in geology. 

 

•  Explain the principle of superposition. 

 

•  Describe how the geologic column is used in relative 
dating. 

 

•  Identify two events and two features that disrupt rock 
layers. 

 

•  Explain how physical features are used to determine 
relative ages. 

 



I.  The Principle of Superposition 
A.  What Is Superposition? The 

principle that states that 
younger rocks lie above older 
rocks in undisturbed sequences 
is called superposition. 

 

B. Disturbing Forces Not all rock 
sequences are arranged with 
the oldest layers on the bottom 
and the youngest layers on top. 
Some rock sequences are 
disturbed by forces within the 
Earth. 

C. Relative Dating method of 
determining whether an event or 
object is older or younger than 
other events or objects. 

 



II.  The Geologic Column 
A.  What Is the Geologic Column? The geologic column 

is an ideal sequence of rock layers that contains all the 
known fossils and rock formations on Earth, arranged 
from oldest to youngest. 

 

 



III.  Disturbed Rock Layers 

A. Types of Disturbances Faults and 

intrusions are examples of features that 

cut across rock, thus disturbing the layers. 

 





B. Events That Disturb Rock Layers 

Folding and tilting are two types of events 

that disturb rock layers. These events are 

always younger than the rock layers they 

affect. 

 



IV.  Gaps in the Record-Unconformities 
A.  Broken Record 

Sometimes, layers of 
rock are missing 
altogether, creating a 
gap in the geologic 
record. 

B.  Missing Evidence 
Missing rock layers 
create breaks in rock-
layer sequences called 
unconformities. An 
unconformity is a 
surface that represents 
a missing part of the 
geologic column.  

 



V.  Types of Unconformities 

A. Discomformities Disconformities are found 
where part of a sequence of parallel rock layers 
is missing. 

B. Noncomformities Noncomformities are found 
where horizontal sedimentary rock layers lie on 
top of an eroded surface of older intrusive 
igneous or metamorphic rock. 

C. Angular Uncomformities Angular 
Uncomformities are found between horizontal 
layers of sedimentary rock and layers of rock 
that have been tilted or folded. 



Critical Thinking Time 
Disconformities are hard to recognize 

because all of the layers are horizontal.  

How does a geologist know when he or 

she is looking at a disconformity? 



VI.  Rock-Layer Puzzles 

A.  More Than One Disturbance 
Geologists often find rock-layer 
sequences that have been affected 
by more than one of the events and 
features mentioned in this section. 

 

B.  Solving the Puzzle Determining 
the order of events that led to such 
a sequence is like piecing together 
a jigsaw puzzle. Geologists must 
use their knowledge of the events 
that disturb or remove rock-layer 
sequences to help piece together 
the history of Earth as told by the 
rock 
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Draw and label disconformities, 

nonconformities, and angular 

unconformities. 

Identify the youngest and the oldest rocks 

in each example. 

Draw and label examples of faults, 

intrusions, folding, and tilting. 


