
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2026 Fossils Exhibit – Minimal Educational Example 

Example Educational Exhibit Layout – Fossils 

(Structure applicable to any category) 

 

 

Educational exhibit guide authored by David R. Des Autels 



Choosing a Theme & Telling a Story

A memorable exhibit tells a story — it does not simply line up specimens. Decide on a single idea that connects
every piece, then arrange the pieces so the story unfolds as the viewer’s eye moves through the case.

Start with a theme you can support
• Pick one idea your collection can actually prove: ‘Fossils of the Ancient Seas,’ ‘Minerals of the Mojave,’

‘From Rough to Polished,’ ‘How Crystals Form,’ or ‘Meteorites: Rocks from Space.’

• Let the specimens drive the theme — if you cannot illustrate an idea with a real piece, save it for a future
exhibit.

Build a narrative arc
• Give the display a beginning, a middle, and an end: open with the oldest, simplest, or most foundational

piece, develop variations and contrasts in the middle, and close with your most striking specimen — or one
that loops back to the start, as the Orthoceras ‘finale’ does in this guide.

• The centerpiece anchors the theme. Choose it first, then make sure every other piece relates back to it.

Keep scope tight
• Five to eight specimens is plenty for a small case. More is not better — crowding hides the story and the

specimens.

• One idea per section. Group related pieces and give each group its own short heading so viewers grasp the
structure at a glance.

• Western readers scan left to right, so lay out the sequence in that direction: chronological, by size, or by
concept.



Writing Effective Labels — The Four-Tier System

Labels are what turn a display into a lesson. Use four layers, moving from simplest to deepest. Not every
specimen needs all four, but the system gives you a consistent structure to fall back on.

The four layers
• 1. Primary label (identification): What is it? Name, type, and geologic period or origin. Keep it to one line and

print it large enough to read from case distance (14–18 pt minimum).

• 2. Secondary label (scientific context): Age, how and where it formed, and its ancient environment. Two or
three sentences that supply the background a viewer needs.

• 3. Educational message (what the viewer learns): The single key concept this specimen teaches, in one
clear sentence. This is the heart of an educational exhibit — the Septarian Nodule page in this guide is built
around it.

• 4. Exhibit purpose (the bigger picture): How this piece fits the theme and advances the story of the whole
display.

Writing tips
• Write for a general audience. Assume no background, and define any technical term on first use.

• Lead with the idea, not the vocabulary. ‘This fossil shows how ancient animals controlled their buoyancy’
teaches more than ‘phragmocone chambers provided neutral buoyancy.’

• Keep it short — two to four sentences for secondary labels. Long blocks go unread.

• One concept per label. If you have more to say, split the specimen or add a second label.

• Use plain card stock, dark ink on a light background, mounted flat or on a small easel. Consistent label size
across the case looks professional.

• Proofread. Misspellings undercut credibility with viewers and judges alike.

See it in practice

EXAMPLE — A COMPLETE FOUR-TIER LABEL

subject: Large Ammonite, Jurassic/Cretaceous

Primary label Large Ammonite — Jurassic/Cretaceous Period

Secondary label ~145–66 million years old. A marine mollusk related to modern squid and nautilus, preserved
in ancient seabed deposits.

Educational
message

The coiled shell’s internal chambers let this animal control buoyancy and move through the
water.

Exhibit purpose Opens the geological timeline on the left side of the display, beginning the story with one of the
sea’s most successful predators.



Physical Case Setup

The case is your stage. A handful of deliberate choices make specimens look their best and keep them safe for
the run of the fair.

Background & lighting
• Line the case with a solid, muted fabric — blue, black, or gray — so specimens pop and glare is reduced.

The blue ribbed fabric used throughout this guide is a good example.

• Light evenly and diffusely from above or the front. Avoid harsh shadows and reflections on the glass.

• Use cool, color-neutral LED light; it will not heat or fade the specimens.

Height, stands & spacing
• Build a gentle height hierarchy: taller pieces toward the back and center, lower ones in front, so every

specimen stays visible. Stagger heights — a flat row reads as flat.

• Support each piece on a clear acrylic easel or stand sized to the specimen, holding it at a good viewing
angle.

• Give every piece breathing room. Visible gaps between specimens look intentional; crowding looks
cluttered.

• Stand where a viewer will stand and check sight lines — no specimen should block another.

Security & finishing touches
• Secure specimens with museum wax, putty, or foam so they stay stable and will not shift or fall in a busy fair.

• Clean everything before judging — dust, smudges, and fingerprints on glass or stands distract.

• Place each label near (but not touching) its specimen, in a consistent spot such as the lower right, so
viewers learn the pattern and can move quickly through the case.



Antelope Valley Fair — Case & Setup Rules

The Antelope Valley Fair provides the display cases and the lighting, so your job is to line the case, arrange and
label your specimens, and meet the Fair’s specific rules. These are the key requirements — confirm current-year
dates and divisions in the official Gem & Minerals entry guide.

The case is provided by the Fair
• You must use an Antelope Valley Fair case — you cannot bring your own.

• Interior dimensions are approximately 21½″ deep × 48¾″ wide × 20″ high. Plan your layout to fit.

• Some divisions (lapidary, beads & jewelry, junior) may be assigned a half case.

• You place the liner and specimens in the case yourself. The Department Chairperson can guide you on
preparing liners and labels.

Lighting
• Lighting is provided in the exhibit building through the Fair’s pre-built cases — you generally do not need to

bring your own lights.

• Any supplemental lighting you add is capped at a maximum of 150 watts per case.

Lining the case
• Fully line the back, sides, and bottom with a solid, muted fabric that does not distract from the specimens.

• Loose sand, dirt, gravel, or rocks are not allowed unless contained in a rigid container that does not touch
the case, and only with prior approval from the Department Chairperson.

Labels the Fair requires
• Every exhibit must be labeled; labels are judged for legibility, correct identification, and correct spelling.

• Fossils: the label must show the common name, the geologic time period, and the locality (state or country).

• Minerals: the label must show the mineral name (and variety), the chemical classification or formula, and the
locality. Use capitals for specimens being judged; lowercase for material not being judged.

• Lapidary and cabochons: show the material name and locality. Faceted stones need not show locality
unless you wish.

During the Fair
• No exhibitor names or advertising may be displayed during judging or the Fair.

• After judging, nothing may be added to or removed from the case except ribbons and trophies.

• The judges’ ruling is final.

Key dates & entry (confirm in the current guide)
• Entries close in late August (entry fee $3.00; limit two entries per class per exhibitor).

• Exhibits are received on a Saturday in early–mid September, 2–7 p.m., Van Dam Building.

• Exhibits are released about two weeks later, 2–7 p.m.

Rules summarized from the Antelope Valley Fair Gem & Minerals rules (avfair.com). Always confirm exact dates, divisions, and classes in
the official current-year entry guide before entering.



What Judges Look For

Fair judging usually scores a few core categories. Knowing them lets you self-check the exhibit before entry —
and fix the easy points in advance.

Typical scoring categories
• Specimen quality: well-chosen, authentic, and in good condition; rarity and visual appeal matter.

• Labeling & educational value: labels accurate, clear, and genuinely informative, and the exhibit actually
teaches something. Weighted heavily in educational classes.

• Presentation & workmanship: clean, secure, well-arranged, balanced, with good use of the case.

• Theme & story: a clear, coherent theme and a logical, readable flow.

• Identification accuracy: correct names, ages, and origins. A mislabeled specimen costs points.

• Originality: a thoughtful, distinctive arrangement stands out from a row of generic displays.

Before you enter
• Read the fair’s exhibitor rules and class definitions first — requirements vary by category and by fair.

• Match the exhibit to the right class (fossils, minerals, lapidary, crystals, meteorites) so it is judged on the
right criteria.

• Run a final ‘viewer test’: walk the case as if you have never seen it and check that the story makes sense
from left to right.

• Handle unknowns honestly. If a specimen’s age or origin is genuinely unknown, say so rather than guessing
— judges reward accuracy over a confident guess.



New Exhibitor’s Materials Checklist

A short packing list so you arrive at the fair with everything you need to set up, label, and secure your exhibit.
Check off each item before you leave home.

The case & background

Display case (if the fair does not provide one) and a case skirt or table cover.

Solid, muted liner fabric — blue, black, or gray — cut to fit the case floor and back.

Small foam blocks or risers to build a gentle height hierarchy.

Specimen support

Clear acrylic easels and stands in a few sizes, matched to your specimens.

Museum wax, quake putty, or gel to hold each piece steady.

Cotton gloves for handling fragile specimens.

Labels & print materials

Plain card stock for labels, cut to a consistent size.

Printed primary and secondary labels, proofread.

Small label easels or holders, or double-sided tape.

A printed layout sketch of your planned arrangement.

Backup blank label cards and a pen for on-site fixes.

Lighting & finishing

Battery LED clip light, if case lighting is not provided.

Soft lint-free cloth and glass cleaner for the case.

Clear tape, scissors, and a small toolkit.

Paperwork

Fair entry form and a copy of the exhibitor rules.

Your specimen list with names, ages, and origins.



 

CENTERPIECE (Center Position) 

 

Orthoceras Tower – Devonian Period 

This tall, free-standing orthoceras fossil is placed at the center of the 

exhibit. Orthoceras were straight-shelled cephalopods that lived in 

ancient oceans. The centerpiece anchors the entire display and sets 

the theme for the exhibit. 



 

 

LEFT SIDE – Geological Timeline (Older → Younger) 

 

1. Large Ammonite – Jurassic/Cretaceous

 

This full ammonite shell shows strong ribbing and curvature.  

It represents the diversity of ammonite forms and begins the timeline section. 



 

2. Ammonite Interior Slice – Jurassic/Cretaceous

 

This small ammonite slice reveals the internal chamber structure used for buoyancy. 

 It continues the timeline by showing how fossils can preserve internal details. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

3. Trilobite – Ordovician/Devonian

A small trilobite fossil representing early marine arthropods.

Trilobites add important diversity and help illustrate different types of ancient sea organisms.

RIGHT SIDE – Diversity of Ancient Sea Life



 

4. Fossilized Shell – Age Unknown

 

This small marine shell fossil shows another type of life from ancient oceans. 

 Shells help demonstrate the wide range of organisms that once lived in prehistoric seas. 

 

 



 

5. Brachiopod – Paleozoic Era

 

A very small brachiopod fossil. Although similar to clams, brachiopods  

belong to a different biological group and were extremely common in ancient oceans. 

FINALE FOSSIL (Far Right End) 



 

6. Small Orthoceras “Finger” – Devonian Period

 

This small orthoceras specimen is placed at the far right end as the final piece.  

It visually connects back to the centerpiece and closes the exhibit with a strong final impression. 

 
This completes the full minimal educational fossil exhibit. This example is 
intended as a teaching demonstration to show what is possible when building a 
small, organized display with a clear theme and left‑to‑right flow. Exhibitors 
are not limited to fossils—this same structure can be used for minerals, 
lapidary pieces, meteorites, crystals, or any other category supported by the 
Antelope Valley Gem & Mineral Club and the Antelope Valley Fair. The goal is 
to help new exhibitors understand how a simple, well‑labeled arrangement can 
tell a complete story, no matter which type of material they choose to display. 
For exhibitors who prefer a simpler approach or may not have multiple specimens 
available, a single-item exhibit is an excellent alternative. The same principles 
of clear labeling, focused educational messaging, and organized presentation can 
be applied to any category—fossils, minerals, lapidary pieces, crystals, or 
meteorites. The example below demonstrates how one well-chosen specimen can 
still teach geological concepts and provide a complete educational experience 
without requiring a full multi-item layout. 



 

 
SINGLE FOSSIL EXHIBIT – EDUCATIONAL EXAMPLE 

Specimen: Septarian Nodule – Cretaceous Period 

 
PRIMARY LABEL (Specimen Identification) 

Septarian Nodule – Cretaceous Period 
This septarian nodule formed when internal fractures within ancient marine 
sediment filled with calcite. The exposed crystal cavity reveals bright, well‑ 
developed calcite crystals surrounded by a natural brown mudstone shell, 

creating the classic “dragon egg” appearance. 
SECONDARY LABEL (Scientific Context) 

Environment: Marine sedimentary deposits 
Significance: Septarian nodules show how sedimentary rocks can fracture, 
mineralize, and transform over millions of years. The open crystal window in 
this specimen provides a clear view of calcite growth and mineral infill, making 
it ideal for teaching both geology and mineral formation. 
 

EDUCATIONAL MESSAGE (What the viewer learns) 
This single‑specimen exhibit demonstrates how geological processes create 
complex structures inside ordinary rock. The visible calcite crystals highlight 
mineral growth, while the surrounding matrix shows compaction, chemical 

change, and fracture development. The nodule bridges geology and lapidary 
science, allowing viewers to see internal mineralization directly. 

 
EXHIBIT PURPOSE 

This example proves that even one specimen can serve as a complete educational 
display. The septarian nodule’s open crystal cavity and striking fracture pattern 
invite viewers to explore Earth’s dynamic processes—formation, cracking, and 

mineralization—through a naturally beautiful piece. 
 

Geological Age: ~66–100 million years old



 

This educational exhibit guide may be freely shared, reproduced, and distributed 
for non-commercial educational use. It is provided to support club members and 

new exhibitors in learning exhibit structure, labeling, and presentation skills. 
 

All specimens featured in this educational exhibit guide are authentic fossils 
from the personal collection of David R. Des Autels. 

 
For questions or program support, contact: 

DaveRaymondD@gmail.com 
 

 


