
Common Rocks
E X E R C I S E

To an Earth scientist, rocks represent much more than
usable substances. They are the materials of the Earth;
understanding their origin and how they change al
lows us to begin to understand Earth and its processes.
It is often said that "the history of Earth is written in
the rocks"—we just have to be smart enough to read
the "words."

In this exercise, you will investigate some of the
common rocks that are found on and near Earth's sur
face. The criteria used to classify a rock as being of ei
ther igneous, sedimentary, or metamorphic origin are
examined, as well as the procedure for identifying
rocks within each of these three families.

Objectives
After you have completed this exercise, you should be
able to:

1. Examine a rock and determine if it is an igneous,
sedimentary, or metamorphic rock.

2. List and define the terms used to describe the
textures of igneous, sedimentary, and metamor
phic rocks.

3. Name the dominant mineral(s) found in the most
common igneous, sedimentary, and metamor
phic rocks.

4. Use a classification key to identify a rock.
5. Recognize and name some of the common rocks

by sight.

Materials
m e t r i c r u l e r h a n d l e n s

Materials Supplied by Your Instructor

metamorphic rocks
hand lens or binocular

microscope

Terms

glass plate
copper penny

rock
rock cycle

weathering
sediment

composition
detrital material

igneous rock lithification chemical material
magma
sedimentary

rock

metamorphic
rock

foliation
texture

Introduction

igneous rocks
sedimentary rocks

dilute hydrochloric acid
streak plate

Most rocks are aggregates (mixtures) of minerals.
However, there are some rocks that are composed es
sentially of one mineral found in large impure quanti
ties. The rock limestone, consisting almost entirely of
the mineral calcite, is a good example.

Rocks are classified into three types, based on the
processes that formed them. One of the most useful
devices for understanding rock types and the geologic
processes that transform one rock type into another is
the rock cycle. The cycle, shown in Figure 2.1, illus
trates the various Earth materials and uses arrows to
indicate chemical and physical processes. As you ex
amine the rock cycle and read the following defini
tions, notice the references to the origin of each rock
type.

The three types of rock are igneous, sedimentary,
and metamorphic.

Igneous Igneous rocks (Figures 2.2-2.9) are the solidi
fied products of once molten material called magma.
The distinguishing feature of most igneous rocks is an in
terlocking arrangement of mineral crystals that forms as
the molten material cools and crystals grow. Intrusive ig
neous rocks form below the surface of Earth, while those
that form at the surface from lava are termed extrusive.
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