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ABSTRACT 

 

Archaeological education holds an important place in the advocacy efforts of museums, 

archaeological organizations, and schools. But for all of their benefits, many of these programs 

are designed to accommodate a series of competing interests; all too often, the interests of 

archaeologists win out over those of educators. In order to correct this tendency, we can apply 

the same theoretical concerns that govern traditional collaborative archaeological research to the 

design of education programs. Embracing community-based participatory research (CBPR)’s 

tenets of community involvement at every stage translates to teacher input that ensures that 

lesson plans and programs designed to introduce archaeology to schoolchildren are designed 

such that they can be realistically implemented in public classrooms with their own standards in 

place. This project aims to do just that, by creating a set of educational resources and lesson 

plans about archaeology for the sixth-grade social studies department at Newfield Middle School 

in Newfield, NY. By working closely with a sixth-grade teacher, I tailored these resources 

directly to the needs and requirements that her students and administrators have.
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Introduction 

For nearly three decades, archaeology has walked hand in hand with public education.  

Perhaps in a testament to the ever growing and evolving relationship between the two, many 

major archaeological associations in the United States have established their own publicly 

available educational resources (Archaeological Institute of America 2019; Society for American 

Archaeology 2019), or at least directed the interested public to a wide array of resources from the 

countless programs offered by academic institutions, museums, and community organizations 

(Society for Historical Archaeology 2020). These programs have a wide range, from individual 

lessons to videos, activities for elementary schools and field trips for high schoolers. That wide 

variety creates a rich base for teachers interested in archaeology, but it can also be overwhelming 

for educators outside of the archaeological field. This thesis examines a project, which I 

undertook from November 2018 through August 2020, that aims to cut through some of that 

noise by providing a set of resources for a social studies department at Newfield Middle School 

in Tompkins County, NY. The development of those materials depended upon a theoretical 

foundation of collaborative archaeology and authenticity in object-based learning to truly create 

a resource communally designed with Newfield’s needs in mind, and this thesis explores that 

theoretical context as well as the results of the collaboration. 

 

Inception 

The inception of this project was a fellowship that I received in the fall of 2018 through 

the Graduate Student School Outreach Program, or GRASSHOPR – an initiative at Cornell 

University that pairs graduate students with K-12 teachers throughout local Tompkins and 

Geneva counties. Those educators welcome the selected graduate students into their classrooms 
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to teach three to five-day "mini-courses" based on that student's research or interests 

(GRASSHOPR 2019). As part of the initial application process, I designed a four-day course 

about historical archaeology; crucially, this step was done wholly independently, without 

educator collaboration, or even knowledge of what grade or school I would be assigned to. As a 

result, I intentionally designed the pedagogical goals quite broadly in a series of lessons intended 

to teach the children about chronologies, constructing timelines from different types of evidence, 

and distinguishing between primary and secondary sources. 

I was eventually paired with Helen Pflueger and her sixth-grade social studies classes at 

Newfield Middle School, located in a small town about 20 minutes south of Cornell and Ithaca. 

During our first meeting, we discussed her educational goals for the year as well as the 

constraints placed by state standards. Because of the New York state sixth-grade curriculum’s 

focus on geography, world religions, human culture and history from the Neolithic Revolution, 

Egyptian, Chinese, and Greco-Roman civilizations, and the European feudal period (The State 

Education Department 2016: 82-85), the focus of my project shifted from an American-centric 

perspective to one that more broadly encompassed the ancient world.  

Over the next months, Ms. Pflueger and I kept in close contact as we traded resources and 

brainstormed ideas for our new course. Very quickly, we discovered that scheduling would prove 

to be a major deciding factor in the development of these lessons; between my own coursework 

and Newfield's changing standardized testing days, it was difficult to schedule a three-day block 

that could be kept free for me. Ms. Pflueger accordingly suggested that, rather than plan a lesson 

around a specific time period, we design a general course about archaeology; in this case, we 

could slot in this unit anytime during the school year when our schedules finally aligned. 
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To that end, I drafted three days’ worth of lesson plans that focused on archaeology in a 

general sense. On day one, I taught from a PowerPoint for most of class, reviewing vocabulary 

and preparing the students for the practical sessions that followed. In order to tie this lesson in 

with the students' accustomed routine, Ms. Pflueger introduced me to lesson and warm-up 

formats that were familiar to her classes. Our collaborations were invaluable to integrating my 

ideas about archaeology with her classroom needs and habits; they ensured that this course used 

archaeology "for education's needs," rather than merely as a tool for archaeological outreach 

(Jeppson and Brauer 2007: 231).  

On days two and three, the students completed a pottery reconstruction project, complete 

with a lab workbook and creative writing conclusion. In preparation for this activity, I obtained a 

various types of pottery from a local thrift store: several plates with bold designs, a mug, medium 

sized bowls, and even a teapot. Having a range of object types proved useful in the classroom, 

where student groups had fun seeing the different types of pottery being reconstructed by their 

peers. I carefully broke these pieces apart using a hammer, taking care to not create too difficult 

of a puzzle, before using nail files to sand down the sharp edges left by the fractured ceramic.1 

Ultimately, the students in Ms. Pflueger’s class seemed to be engaged throughout the 

three days, and it provided us an opportunity to introduce them to new concepts required by the 

state standards, like primary and secondary sources and, of course, archaeology. The experience 

also proved that there was room for much more growth for resources like these in Newfield's 

social studies classes. During my first meeting with Ms. Pflueger, I learned that the Science and 

Social Studies departments at Newfield, unlike English and Math, had no existing modules in 

 
1 This step was essential; both Ms. Plueger and I were eager to remove any potential for student injury.  I cut myself 

many times while filing down the edges, but no student did in class.  For any educators wishing to recreate this 

project, I would recommend using sandpaper rather than nail files.  Using the latter will work, but it will take very, 

very many of them. 
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place that were designed with standards in mind (Pflueger 2019), meaning that teachers in these 

classes do not have an official bank of resources from which to draw. They must personally find 

a lesson for every day of class, rather than using lessons already available from the school.  

As a result, these teachers create many of their own lessons from scratch. Communal 

sharing resources like the “Teachers Pay Teachers” database do allow teachers from all over the 

country to sell and buy lessons from each other (Pflueger 2019), but while these options provide 

educators with diverse choices and ideas, teachers must use their own personal funds to acquire 

them. The responsibility of ensuring each lesson is suitable in level and content to an individual 

class rests on the educator, rather than on an external body with the ability to set and assess 

standards. If Newfield teachers had a set of optional lessons, designed specifically with their 

needs and standards in mind, it would help alleviate the constant struggle to find and create new 

lessons. For many of these teachers, there is no such thing as having too many resources to draw 

from; in fact, the added flexibility that filler lessons provide, particularly ones that are still 

relevant to curricular material, is incredibly useful. All of these realities pointed to a huge 

potential for my initial lessons to expand.  

Deciding to expand this project was an exciting undertaking; the thought of developing 

new lessons, brainstorming with Ms. Pflueger, and even bringing in archaeological artifacts 

offered an intellectual challenge, as well as fulfilled a practical need. It necessitated, however, a 

deeper theoretical foundation that could ground it in a more ethical archaeological practice. 

Before moving forward, I needed to examine the history of this field, as well as the theories 

behind the use of archaeological objects and collaborative projects in general. Archaeology and 

pedagogy are both fields comprised of a theoretical and a practical component. An examination 
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and subsequent synthesis of all four of these components is necessary for the creation of an 

educational project that takes advantage of all archaeology has to offer. 

 

Part 1: Background and Theory 

A Brief History of Archaeology Education 

Archaeology has often been considered a valuable resource to public education in North 

America. Because the field is so interdisciplinary by nature (Abu-Saad and Champagne 2005)- 

combining knowledge from history, science, mathematics, and other commonly taught school 

subjects (Davis 2000a: 196)- it has something of a natural fit within the world of public 

education. For many years, archaeology was an “inward facing profession” (Baugher 2013: 120), 

but its place in the realm of education has garnered increasing support in recent decades. In the 

1960s and 1970s, archaeology education began to enter the discipline, primarily due to Stuart 

Struever, an “early pioneer” of work with public school students at the Center for American 

Archaeology (Baugher 2013: 113). After a slow start, archaeology education gained more 

traction in the decades that followed. After the 1990s, generating public interest and support for 

stewardship became a high priority in the archaeological community, and archaeological 

education is a common way of accomplishing those things (Davis 2000a; Smardz Frost 2004).  

During these years, archaeologists became interested in education for several reasons. 

First, federal legislation throughout the 20th century, like the 1906 Antiquities Act and the 

National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, had made strides towards formalizing protections for 

cultural and historic resources (McManamon 2000:17). But even with these laws, threats like site 

destruction and looting remained a pervasive problem (Smardz Frost 2004: 61). Secondly, 

archaeologists began to see outreach as a growing focus of the discipline (McManamon 2000: 
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24). Observed ideological concerns - like a general ignorance of First Nations and Indigenous 

cultural history in North America that is common in general public education programs (Smardz 

Frost 2004: 61) and a growing desire to correct misunderstandings and emphasize the importance 

of science in society (McManamon 2000: 19) - prompted scholars to see the incorporation of 

more archaeological stewardship in public education programs as a potential corrective to these 

concerns. Finally, archaeological institutions often depend on outside financing; public outreach 

can help generate new funding opportunities to replace or augment existing sources (Smardz 

Frost 2004: 66).  

A growing concern in education with the excluded past, or "various aspects of the past 

omitted from formal and informal curricula around the world," also prompted archaeologists to 

take a closer look at the role of public education in perpetuating those exclusions (Malone, 

Stone, and Baxtor 2000: 125). Traditionally, the education of history has largely focused on the 

written past, literate narratives that tend to exclude women, minorities, working class individuals, 

or otherwise marginalized populations who lack prominently authored texts (Davis 2000a: 195). 

Archaeology, with its material focus, was seen as an opportunity to fill in some of those gaps. 

Central to all of these concerns, the themes of stewardship and preservation remain important 

goals for archaeologists; if students learn more about the nature of archaeological sites and the 

public importance they have, archaeologists hope that they will grow into citizens committed to 

archaeological causes in the future. 

At the same time, education in the United States began to be subjected to increasing 

levels of national and state-wide standardization. Beginning in the 1960s, a series of ideological 

clashes across the United States known as the “culture wars” highlighted growing tension over 

issues like the United States’ reputation and place in the world, race, gender, and discrimination 
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(Simpson 2002: 36). In the 1980s and 1990s, these conversations exposed a concern for the 

quality and ideology of public education (White 2019: 21). After all, the content of public 

teaching has historically been linked to the current political climate; take the great stress for 

historical education during the first two World Wars, when patriotism was deemed essential, and 

its replacement with more funding and emphasis on the sciences as the space program took over 

the public consciousness (Davis 2000a: 195). Education has always been “prominent” in the 

culture wars, since it greatly influences the ways that young people develop (Simpson 2000: 36). 

While state governments are largely responsible for public education, national legislation 

influenced by this desire to mold a particular kind of citizen through education drafted in the 

1980s and passed in 1994 created "substantive content standards" across the country in a variety 

of common school subjects: "mathematics, science, history, English, art, civics, economics, 

foreign languages, and geography" (Davis 2000a: 195).  

The road to adapting national standards was by no means straight. George H.W. Bush’s 

administration passed anti-federal standard legislation in 1989 in order to shift primary control 

back to state and local boards, based on the idea that localities were more equipped than the 

federal government to dictate public education; many of these laws were overturned by the 

Clinton administration a decade later (Davis 2000b: 57), reflecting a political schism over the 

complex relationships between educational mandates at the national, state, and local levels. 

Subsequent adaptation of national standards like Common Core and the Next Generation 

Science Standards exemplify current federal requirements, which can be problematic for non-

traditional subjects attempting to establish a footing in the public school system. Educators' 

requirements to meet defined basic needs can make it harder for other subjects to find a place 

within the standards already in use (Davis 2000a: 196). As a result, there is a growing need for 
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comprehensive archaeological educational programs that are designed with an eye towards these 

federal standards, and so agencies like the National Park Service, the Bureau of Land 

Management, the Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Forest Service began dedicating some of 

their cultural resource assets to producing curricula and lesson plans to fulfill federally mandated 

requirements (Smardz Frost 2004: 61). In fact, the National Park Service's “Teaching with 

Historic Places” program now has more than 160 lesson plans available to the public, all related 

to historic materials and locations in the parks system and aimed at promoting stewardship of 

those historical, cultural, and archaeological resources (National Park Service 2019). Large 

professional archaeological associations are a part of this tradition as well, creating and posting 

publicly available lessons and project ideas (e.g., Archaeological Institute of America 2019; 

Society for American Archaeology 2019). 

Clearly, my project does not exist in a vacuum. There is a strong precedent for 

archaeological education programs that can serve as inspiration, but no program can be pertinent 

to a school if it is only designed with archaeological goals in mind. Archaeologists have a vested 

interest in a public that is informed and passionate about the field, and many of these programs 

are written by those archaeologists themselves. How, then, do they ensure their relevance to the 

educational community? The answer, of course, lies in productive relationships between 

archaeologists and educators. To that end, we can turn to theories of collaborative practice and 

community archaeology, which advocate for the necessity and virtue of inclusive research. 

 

Collaboration 

Collaboration is not an unheard of concept in archaeology; the rise of community 

archaeology as a practice is often predicated on the collaborative relationships between scholars 
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and members of a relevant community in the doing and interpreting of archaeological research 

(Atalay 2012; Chidester and Gadsby 2009; Colwell 2018; Colwell-Chanthaponh and Ferguson 

2008; Reid 2012; Thomas 2017). Community archaeology has been defined as simply as an 

archaeology "by the people, for the people" (Reid 2012: 2018), a sentiment which reflects the 

close integration of archaeologists and communities in the ideal version of such a project. While 

the collaborative models discussed by these authors are primarily focused on the nature of public 

community work, there is also a great value in applying them to the collaborations between 

archaeologists and educators when developing an integrated curriculum. 

In order to demonstrate what the most ethical version of community archaeology might 

look like, Sonia Atalay (2012) applies the community-based participatory research (CBPR) 

model to these collaborations. This approach emphasizes a reflexive and mutually beneficial 

process where archaeologists and communities work together to develop and implement research 

projects in ways that meet both groups' goals (Atalay 2012: 12). It also requires outside input 

throughout the entire research process, to create a project that is truly "with, by, and for" that 

outside community (Atalay 2012: 12). By re-framing this model in terms of archaeology's 

relationship with education, we can achieve a similar result. By closely collaborating with 

teachers, students, and communities tied to education programs, archaeologists can hope to 

produce a more relevant and applicable product that teaches accurate scholarship in a way that 

educators can actually use in their classrooms. In order for that collaboration to be truly 

effective, however, archaeologists must take a leaf from CBPR's book and integrate that 

relationship at every step of the process, from the design to the implementation of educational 

programs. 
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In some ways, archaeologists and educators have different goals (Davis 2000a: 197). As 

we have seen, archaeologists tend to focus on goals of generating a deeper sense of stewardship 

of archaeological resources and sites among the general public, to use education as a platform to 

foster shared preservation values (Davis 2000a: 197). Educators, on the other hand, are required 

to fill certain stringent standards in their teachings, and see archaeology more "as a vehicle for 

teaching the scientific process because they recognize that archaeology is a subject their students 

are intrigued by and motivated to learn more about" (Davis 2000a:197). As a result, there is often 

a disconnect between these two groups when it comes to lesson plans: many resources written 

for the archaeological goal of stewardship lack the realistic transference into existing educational 

standards, and lessons written by teachers fill those requirements but lack a theoretical depth on 

the subject. The key to bridging this gap, then, is in the collaborative process.  

Nowhere is this potential for reflexive collaboration clearer than in the published 

conversations between Patrice Jeppson, an academic archaeologist, and George Brauer, a 

longtime educator in the Baltimore County Public Schools (BCPS) (Jeppson and Brauer 2007). 

Brauer created the Center for Archaeology in the BCPS system, a project where Jeppson is a 

frequent and prominent collaborator (Jeppson and Brauer 2007: 231). The two authors agree on 

the huge potential for archaeology in the realm of public education. Not only is formal school 

education "archaeology's largest and most inclusive audience," education is also one of society's 

"main means of intergenerational transmission of culture" (Jeppson and Brauer 2007: 235-236). 

By virtue of its comparative novelty to students perhaps more accustomed to the "standard" 

historical subjects, archaeology can be a great boon to teachers who want to introduce novel and 

engaging material in their classrooms. 



 

11 
 

A large problem arises, however, when scholars take on roles as both archaeologist and 

educator without taking advantage of their collaborator's expertise, or considering their desired 

outcomes (Jeppson and Brauer 2007: 237). Jeppson identifies several primary issues with this 

approach: first, archaeologists do not have the appropriate instructional strategies or background 

necessary to produce a program that adequately integrates into the existing curricula and 

addresses the practical considerations most teachers take for granted.  Additionally, those 

scholars are simply outside of the culture of public education in general (Jeppson and Brauer 

2007: 237). As much as any given teacher might desire to incorporate archaeology into their 

classroom, the realistic requirements that national and statewide standards place upon them mean 

that any lesson plan not designed with those particular needs in mind is unlikely to be viable in 

the classroom. Teachers cannot afford the time it takes to teach an extraneous subject, no matter 

how engaging it is. In order to produce a program that truly fits the needs of a classroom, 

"archaeological educators need an understanding of pedagogical precepts" (Smardz Frost and 

Smith 2000b: 29). The only way to accomplish the goals of both archaeologist and educator is to 

effectively collaborate on the project. Without this collaboration, projects run the risk of 

becoming “charitable services” rather than “mutually beneficial” endeavors (Baugher 2013: 111; 

Nassaney 2004: 96). 

Jeppson argues that archaeological educators must operate for the public's needs (Jeppson 

and Brauer 2007: 235), and this requires them to significantly relinquish control over the design 

process. Incidentally, that relinquishment is an important component of Atalay's (2012) CPBR 

model. Effective lesson plans must use a standardized lesson plan format, if they are to be of use 

to teachers. By making it clear in the plan where and how the lesson meets the teachers' goals, 

these plans are more easily and realistically implemented into a classroom (Jeppson and Brauer 
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2007: 239-240). Brauer also stresses that many teachers are, in fact, very eager to collaborate 

with archaeologists, that in the end their respective agendas are more compatible than many 

realize (Jeppson and Brauer 2007: 245). Many educators have noted the successes that 

archaeology can have in schools, particularly because it is uniquely well suited to introduce 

students to a tactile way of experiencing history through objects (Hockett 2019; Klimaszewski 

2019; Smith 2000; Smith and Burke 2007; Wilson et al. 2018). Archaeology is inherently tactile; 

it studies the physical remains that humans in the past created and left behind, and learning about 

the past through those physical things can be a welcome change from learning about it through 

texts and lectures. But that use of objects introduces its own set of questions: is it appropriate to 

use genuine archaeological objects in a classroom setting? If so, how can those authentic objects 

be ethically obtained? If not, what is an acceptable substitute? By turning next to the complex 

nature of authenticity and the object's place in public view and education, we can answer these 

questions and create the best possible solution for this project and Newfield's sixth graders. 

 

Authenticity in Object Education 

What does it mean that an object or artifact is "authentic?" As we will see, this very term 

is fraught with subjectivity, but in a practical archaeological sense, there is a clear difference 

between artifacts made and deposited in the past and replicas inspired by those historical forms. 

Recent education trends have strongly emphasized object-based and hands-on activities 

("kinesthetic learning"), especially for younger children and students (Hockett 2019; Ulvay and 

Ozkul 2017; Wilson et al. 2018), in part because the tangibility of working with physical objects 

creates a more holistically sensory education - given its close association with artifacts, 

archaeology has great potential to add real value in this regard, as will be discussed below. 
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Students can use all of their senses to explore texture, weight, color, and appearance; in effect, it 

facilitates a journey of self-discovery by exploring an object, and using it to learn about wider 

cultural contexts (Klimaszewski 2019). Sensory experiences can be powerful ones; after all, we 

"sense and make sense" of objects in many different ways, by feeling, smelling, and even hearing 

them (Howes 2015). For these reasons, tactile experiences, often ignored in the traditional 

classroom setting, provided a crucial element to the project. 

The question of including authentic archaeological artifacts in an education project such 

as this must be considered along both practical and ethical lines. Initially, my decision not to 

include authentic material was a practical one; it simply was not feasible to acquire objects like 

that with the small budget I had. Additionally, anything included in this project will inevitably 

get lost or broken over time in a classroom filled with 10 and 11-year olds, and teachers 

generally cannot afford the replacement costs either. A quick search on Amazon reveals a bag of 

50 replica Roman coins on sale for $12.95, while a single seemingly authentic coin, complete 

with a certificate of authenticity, retails for $14.95 or higher. Additionally, social studies 

curricula inevitably change over time (Klimaszewski 2019); in five years, New York State could 

decide to completely alter the geographic and historical foci of the year, and investing a great 

deal of money into "authentic" artifacts that might be irrelevant down the line seemed illogical.  

Moreover, the use of genuine historical artifacts can be ethically dubious when their 

provenience is not well documented or known. Most countries have laws that prohibit the 

obtaining and sale of looted or otherwise found artifacts; the United Kingdom, for example, 

passed the Treasure Act in 1996 which establishes criteria for whether a find can be considered 

treasure and belonging to the UK, which include its age and context (Bland 2009). However, in 

today's digital age the ease by which illegally obtained artifacts can be sold has increased 
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dramatically, particularly on sites like eBay, the "single largest outlet worldwide for...antiquities" 

(Bland 2009: 84), which organize virtual auctions across the globe. Even efforts to monitor this 

site for antiquities which fall under legal protections have fallen short. It is, after all, extremely 

difficult to "prove that an object offered for sale should be reported" under those protections 

(Bland 2009: 91). In order to avoid the potential support for illegal antiquity trading, however 

inadvertent it might be, the safest option is to use replicas instead of genuine artifacts. 

Beyond these practical and ethical reasons, furthermore, lies the pedagogical reality that 

objects used in educational settings need not be "authentic" to be impactful and valuable to 

students - despite common and widespread assumptions of the importance of authenticity. We 

must reckon with this ascribed value given to objects that are "authentic," as opposed to objects 

that are not. Museums have grappled with this question more than any other institution, both 

because of their many education programs and their extensive collections. Questions about 

authenticity are often posed to museums because the term represents a trust and expectation that 

the general public tends to have for museums as "renowned institutions" (Frijey 2017:1). Surveys 

of modern museumgoers in the United States reflect a belief that museums are "inherently 

authentic;" that judgment was overwhelmingly justified by the presence of real objects in 

collections (Tisdale 2001: 20). Even in our increasingly digital world, where museum collections 

are often available online for public access (Tisdale 2001), there exists a pervasive belief that the 

"aura" of an original object, and all of the value that this aura carries, could never be truly 

replicated in a copy or reproduction of the same object (Frijey 2017:10).  

Gwyneira Isaac (2011) ascribes this real vs. fake debate to tensions between "culturally 

different approaches to reproducing knowledge" (Isaac 2011: 211). A sharp distinction between 

"original" objects and their "reproductions" is not a universal attitude. Isaac identifies this 
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separation as a uniquely Euro-American notion, even tying the perceived "supremacy of the 

original" back to the invention of the printing press in the 15th century, when the first original 

printed texts became valuable property (Isaac 2011: 213). An original thing, like a piece of art or 

historical artifact, is measurably more valuable because of its distinction from lesser copies or 

reproductions. Its rarity translates into value. Chinese culture, on the other hand, often sees 

original things as part of a continual transformation. Replicas do not devalue an original; on the 

contrary, they can share the same value (Han 2017). Other scholars have reacted to this Western 

belief in the "real" historical object by arguing that the very concept itself is flawed. Lowenthal 

(1992) refers to this fixation on authenticity as a "cult" that pervades modern life (Lowenthal 

1992: 184). 

These recent shifts in scholarship certainly distance themselves from the idea of the 

valuable original. Perhaps instead, both original and replica can enjoy different varieties of 

authenticity, and offer value to education. As it turns out, "inauthentic" objects like reproductions 

and copies have a long history of value in museums and education. In the 18th and 19th 

centuries, it was common practice for emerging and training artists to learn different artistic 

techniques by copying previous works of art, particularly those of the Old Masters (Han 

2017:16; Isaac 2011: 214). Museums and antiquarian collectors commonly produced and 

exhibited replicas of works of art and archaeological artifacts quite seriously, particularly in the 

period between 1851's Great Exhibition in London and World War 1 (Foster and Curtis 2015: 2). 

Many private collectors or small museums who could not afford to pay the exorbitant prices 

fetched by rare artifacts used replicas for their own research or educational interests (Foster and 

Curtis 2015: 2).  
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There are many examples of modern education programming taking advantage of replica 

objects to enhance learning, including the Elsewhere Collaborative Museum in Greensboro, NC, 

where visitors are encouraged to physically touch and manipulate the displayed objects as they 

learn about them (Tisdale 2011: 23), and the Bakkan Museum in Minneapolis, MN, where 

visitors and students learn about historical musical instruments by playing replicated versions of 

them (Rhees 2015: 46) – an experience which would not be possible with delicate antiques. 

These institutions have demonstrated the efficacy of using physical objects as engaging conduits 

for learning about the past, even if those objects are not genuinely historical artifacts. To that 

end, I used a variety of replica and newly made objects in this project; not only can they be used, 

touched, and broken without fear of prohibitive or even impossible replacement, they also avoid 

the possibility of engaging with unethical artifact trading and offer educational value similar to 

that of a genuinely old object. 

 

Part 2: The Project 

In planning this expanded project, I looked to a number of models of archaeology 

education plans already in existence; these ranged from full curricula designed to fill a semester 

down to field trips intended for a single day. Jeanne Moe (2019), the archaeologist behind the 

successful Project Archaeology education program, describes a common need among formal 

education programs like the curriculum at Newfield. She finds that teachers frequently do not 

have the time to seek out and incorporate large scale programs into their year plans; rather, they 

often "cherry pick" individual lessons based on what standards need filling and what they have 

time for (Moe 2019: 271). This method is practical, but gives way to a fear that students might 

not "make conceptual links" between the themes and content served by individual lessons put 
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together without cohesion (Moe 2019: 217). Moe's observation points to a seeming conundrum: 

teachers work with existing curricula which they cannot overhaul, and therefore have need for 

individual lessons to act as supplements. However, too many individual supplements can create 

disjointed units for students. As I planned the initial stages of making this project for Newfield, I 

kept this dilemma in mind. Rather than making several single-day resources that served purely as 

filler, I would create several short-term lessons that fit in with the conceptual themes of Ms. 

Pflueger's units but could still be used as flexible alternatives.  

Many scholars have written in favor of hands-on learning strategies, arguing that tactile 

experiences improve student concentration and engagement, as well as create a more dynamic 

learning environment that, in turn, helps students see other histories and cultures as dynamic as 

well (Yezzi-Woodly et al. 2019: 50). Formal education also embraces the use of artifacts and 

other visual and tactile strategies for the variety in learning styles it affords students (Ellick 

2007: 254). Archaeology is uniquely well suited to take advantage of that technique, given its 

reliance on artifacts and physical evidence. Additionally, since "memory is strongly linked to 

physical experience" (Yezzi-Woodly et al. 2019: 50), the use of object-focused learning in an 

archaeology education program makes pedagogical as well as thematic sense. 

To that end, I looked to museums for examples of similar education programs; because 

these institutions typically see physical objects flowing in and out of their collections, some take 

advantage of deaccessioned items for use in object-based initiatives. The "traveling trunk" is a 

popular format for museum education programs (Smith 2000: 165), a physical box filled with 

objects and associated or related resources. Let us examine a case study of such a box from a 

local Tompkins County museum, an inspiration for this project.  

 



 

18 
 

OMNI Boxes at the Johnson Museum: A Case Study 

The Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art was opened at Cornell University in 1973 to be 

an educational institution for learners both at Cornell and in the larger Ithaca community. 

According to the museum's mission statement, it has always prioritized a diverse and responsible 

approach to learning by continually seeking "to fulfill its cultural and educational responsibility 

to serve a broad and diverse audience" (Johnson Museum of Art 2019). In the decades since its 

opening, the Johnson has amassed a permanent collection of approximately 35,000 items that 

aims to encompass "art from most world cultures" (Johnson Museum of Art 2019). 

As a teaching museum, the Johnson has a large department dedicated to education 

programs and outreach. Besides maintaining a clear connection to students at Cornell, the 

museum also collaborates with many students and teachers in kindergarten through 12th grade 

from schools in and around Ithaca. Most of the Johnson's programming revolves around objects 

in their collections, in one form or another; pre-kindergarten through second grade students are 

targeted by the Tote Bag Tours, which allow teachers to self-guide classes through an age-

appropriate tour of the museum; other customized and thematic tours are created to meet specific 

classroom and curricular needs (Johnson Museum of Art 2019).  

Ithaca and the surrounding area, including towns like Newfield, Trumansburg, and 

Dryden, have a wide variety of socio-economic, educational, and racial diversity. The potential 

that the Johnson offers different communities, notably to incorporate resources regarding diverse 

cultures and heritages, has been noted by many participating teachers. Sheila Hatfield, from 

Moravia, NY's Millard Fillmore Elementary School, expressed the following: 
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The students will hold on to the memory of the experience for a very long time. Most of 

these students have never, and will never again, have the opportunity to visit an art 

museum. This experience could only have enriched their lives. (Johnson Museum of Art 

2019). 

 

Clearly, there is a general need and desire for enriching educational experiences for students in 

rural areas like Newfield outside of a traditional classroom setting. However, finding money to 

pay for the travel to those experiences is realistically a challenge for many rural schools. The 

Johnson's OMNI Box program offers an inspiration for how to overcome that roadblock. 

Objects and their Makers: New Insights (OMNI) is a set of boxed social studies and art-

based lesson plans featuring deaccessioned collection objects for students to hold, examine, and 

use as spring boards into deeper understandings about the cultural groups who made them 

(Johnson Museum of Art 2019). The program was created by Cathy Klimaszewski, who served 

as the Johnson's Harriet Ames Charitable Trust Curator of Education in the education department 

from 1992 until her recent retirement in 2019 (Johnson Museum of Art 2019). Klimaszewski and 

the education department collaborated with area schools, as well as the Tompkins-Seneca-Tioga 

Board of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES) to tailor the boxes' contents to the 

curricular and national and state standards that bound teachers in local and regional public 

schools. For example, the Native American box, which initially contained material primarily 

related to the Pacific Northwest, has shifted over the years to emphasize local Indigenous history 

in accordance with seventh grade standards (Klimaszewski 2019). In fact, most of the OMNI 

boxes are designed for specific grades or grade ranges. Each box contains a variety of teaching 

resources centered around a particular culture; these resources include lesson plans, a set of 
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deaccessioned collection items and objects, picture and informational books, DVD's and videos, 

and CD's and audio clips.  

Ms. Pflueger stressed to me that funding for travel was not something that Newfield 

Middle School could realistically provide. In order to reconcile these two divergent needs- to 

provide more varied object experiences for her students without having to travel to a museum to 

see them- I took inspiration from these boxes. While the Johnson's ultimate goal is for these 

boxes to inspire more in-person museum visits, a modified version of the boxes’ lessons could 

work well at Newfield, and I used that basic format as the foundation for my project. As a guest 

educator working in a well-established system, it is especially important for me to outline and 

clearly define my goals and objectives, as the messages portrayed in archaeological education 

should be intentional. Before delving any more deeply into the content of the project, I must first 

establish its basic goals and content. 

 

Goals and Parameters  

I established the boundaries for this project based on a series of meetings and interviews 

with teachers, archaeologists, and other cultural education specialists, as well as on my own 

research. My primary goal was to create a resource, built in collaboration with Ms. Pflueger, that 

compliments the general needs of this school and its students. Inspired by both the pedagogical 

and practical sensibilities of the Johnson's OMNI boxes, my project took a similar form; a box of 

lesson plans, resources, and objects for Ms. Pflueger and the other social studies teachers at 

Newfield to use in their classroom. Unlike the Johnson's program, and those of many museums 

like it, this box will not travel or require any need for field trips or guest teaching. After all, 

many archaeologists make the mistake of assuming that they must lead each program they create; 
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in reality, professional archaeologists do not need to appear in the classroom where their 

programs are taught (Hawkins 2000: 211). If I gave teachers all the resources and background 

information that they need to lead the lessons themselves, it would create a more sustainable and 

useful end product. To that end, I included every material needed to complete the activities 

(excepting typical classroom supplies like paper and writing utensils) in the box itself, and 

provided explicit directions and background information on each lesson plan. These additions 

will reduce preparation time for the teachers. 

Additionally, this box includes digitally editable versions of any worksheet, lesson plan, 

or other resource. Ms. Pflueger noted early in our conversations that most teachers appreciate the 

ability to tailor any lesson to their particular class, no matter how well it fits a curriculum. 

Including these files allows any user to make particular changes down the line that suit the needs 

of their class; this inclusion will also allow the project to remain flexible and relevant for years in 

the future.  

 

Lessons and Formats 

I took my fundamental format for lesson plans from "Developing and Implementing 

Curriculum-based Educational Programs and Services," a four-day certification course hosted by 

the Department of the Interior (DOI) in 2017. According to this policy, lesson plans consist of a 

hook, the instruction of new content, a corresponding activity, and, finally, an assessment (DOI 

Learn 2017). Each of my lessons incorporates those four major components. The final portion 

was especially important to incorporate, because assessment plays an increasingly large role in 

current federal standards (Davis 2000: 56). Archaeological education specialist Nan McNutt 

(2000) also emphasizes the importance of assessing elements in lessons; she offers guiding 
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questions that archaeologists can use to assess their own programs, including check-ins about 

determining how the long-term effects of the program are evaluated and understanding if the 

program clearly addresses the initial "goals and objectives" (McNutt 2000: 200-202). 

Assessments need not be solely defined as tests or quizzes; they can be any concluding element 

that revisits the content of the lesson, like presentations or reflections. Each of these four 

elements gives the lessons a defined structure, as well as ensures that teachers are left with 

concluding content that they can either grade or use to reflect on the lesson's success. 

A major guiding factor for the content of these resources must be the New York State 

standards currently in place. The reality in public classrooms today is that standards do govern 

much of how educators teach and evaluate their students. Teachers are often held accountable for 

student performance in core areas as defined by those standards (Davis 2000b: 55), and thus have 

little ability to deviate from those markers. It was therefore essential that my resources were built 

with these standards in mind, and that they fulfilled specific aspects of the content required by 

New York State for sixth-grade social studies students. Archaeology actually has an explicit 

place in these standards; the units for the year are based on "the geography and history of the 

Eastern Hemisphere" (The State Education Department 2016). Unit 6.2, which encompasses the 

first human populations through the Neolithic Revolution, stresses the use of archaeology to 

study these time periods, including an emphasis on types of evidence and identifying patterns 

and "turning points" in history (The State Education Department 2016). Given the thematic 

emphasis on geography, cultural and economic movement, and relationships between humans 

and the environment, archaeology fits well into the sixth-grade units overall. In order to clarify 

where each of my resources fit thematically into these units, I included the specific standards 

being met in each lesson plan. 
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Ms. Pflueger has broader educational goals, however, beyond ticking those mandated 

boxes. As education scholars have noted, and teachers well know, students are not a 

homogeneous audience (Wolynec 2000: 101). Newfield's social studies classes are not divided 

based on student levels and abilities, which means that each class has a fairly wide range of kids 

with their own reading levels, backgrounds, and needs. Every lesson that she teaches needs to be 

inclusive enough to accommodate all of these needs. Students are often seen as having different 

learning styles and preferences, which are commonly categorized thusly: verbal/linguistic, 

logical/mathematical, visual/spatial, body/kinesthetic, musical/rhythmic, interpersonal, and 

intrapersonal (Gerace 2000: 94). Accommodating those needs often necessitates using a "variety 

of teaching tools in each" lesson (Wolynec 2000: 110). This project will therefore include 

different learning skills, like listening, reading, speaking and presenting, writing, drawing, and so 

forth, that will accommodate as many students as possible. Additionally, including options like 

different reading levels, optional solo work for students overwhelmed by group settings, and 

extra puzzles like crosswords for students who quickly finish general assignments, will help 

provide quick back-up options teachers can use to adapt to the needs of different student and 

group profiles. In order to ensure that this wide range of learning styles is represented and 

apparent, I included labels from Bloom's Taxonomy in every lesson plan. This taxonomy is a 

charted outline of different levels of comprehension and knowledge (remembering, 

understanding, applying, analyzing, evaluating, and creating) with associated action verbs to 

track how different activities can highlight a range of learning options (Gerace 2000: 95).  

The box's subject matter focuses on archaeology in general, with some specific foci on 

historical periods that the sixth-grade curriculum covers throughout the year. Several of these 

periods available are for reinforcement; Mesopotamia, Greece, Rome, India, Egypt, and China 
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(Pflueger 2019). Of these, Mesopotamia, Greece, and Rome are mandated to be taught every 

year, and teachers choose two of the others to include as well; according to Ms. Pflueger, Egypt 

is a very popular choice. Based on my own educational background in classical and Egyptian 

archaeology, I chose to include specific materials from Greece, Rome, and Egypt in this box. 

These three regions were practical choices for this curriculum as well, as the box will have 

materials for at least two regions that will be taught every year.  

 

Part 3: Lesson Plan Breakdown 

Introduction to Archaeology 

The first lesson in this box is a general introduction to archaeology that focuses primarily 

on vocabulary and new concepts, and it was also the first lesson plan that I designed. When Ms. 

Pflueger and I had our initial meetings ahead of the GRASSHOPR collaboration, she wanted 

lessons that were expressly designed to introduce the students to archaeology, since it was a part 

of the standards that they had not dedicated time to yet. At that time, it was composed of two 

major components, both designed to be completed in a single day: the warm-up and conclusion 

were bookended as a KWL packet (or, an activity that asks what students Know, what they Want 

to know, and finally what they Learned about a concept), and the bulk of the instruction was a 

guided note-taking activity based on a PowerPoint outlining basic archaeological concepts and 

vocabulary. The KWL chart allows students to both write and draw to express their knowledge 

and questions about archaeology, then revisit and modify those answers at the end of class. The 

Visual Vocabulary packet asks students to learn the words by writing definitions, circling key 

words, and drawing sketches. Students therefore learn by writing, drawing, and answering verbal 
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questions out loud. This wide range of learning techniques is reflected in the Bloom’s taxonomy 

labels that the lesson plan features: remembering, understanding, applying, and evaluating. 

Both of these concepts came directly from Ms. Pflueger, who uses this same vocabulary 

format in other units as well, and wanted a sense of continuity. KWL charts are common in her 

classes as well, and I wanted to give the students an opportunity to share and explore what they 

thought about archaeology before we discussed it more in depth. There are many common 

misconceptions about archaeology- like that it is the study of dinosaurs- and a big benefit to 

having an actual archaeologist have input in resources is that it can aid in dispelling those and 

other myths (Chiarulli et al. 2000: 219).  

I made only minor changes to this lesson after teaching it in April 2019. All three class 

periods finished the vocabulary PowerPoint at different times; one class had time to spare even 

after finishing and sharing their final section of the KWL chart, and another did not get through 

the vocabulary at all. Those experiences speak to the wide range of paces and abilities stretched 

across classes at Newfield. In order to account for that, I slightly shortened the activity and made 

some bonus activities like word searches. This way, classes that finish early can still have 

activities to do, but classes that take longer with vocabulary would not have to rush to reach the 

end.  

 

Archaeology Lab 

This project's second lesson, a simulated archaeology lab with pottery reconstruction, was 

also directly pulled from my initial GRASSHOPR project. During the lesson, students work in 

small groups to tape broken pottery pieces (like plates, bowls, and teapots) back together like a 

giant 3-D puzzle and complete a corresponding lab booklet, which prompts students to describe  
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their sherds, make measurements and sketches, and finally write a fictional object biography of 

the finished reconstruction using writing prompts. As a warm-up, students read a brief paragraph 

about the history of pottery as a common archaeological artifact and answer three true or false 

questions. This exercise was designed to provide students more background information on 

pottery and artifact analysis, and was added after being taught in 2019 in order to contextualize 

the activity in classes in which it is not taught immediately following an introduction to 

archaeology. Since that first lesson was largely an individual endeavor, I wanted  

the follow up to foster teamwork as much as possible (Pyburn 2007: 272) by working with their 

peers to reconstruct the broken pot sherds.  

ILLUSTRATION 1. Reconstructed pottery from Ms. Pflueger’s sixth-grade class Archaeology Lab day. (photo: 

Sarah McCully) 
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Putting broken ceramics back together is a favorite lesson for archaeology educators 

(Stone 2007: 295), and with good reason. As an activity, it almost entirely hands-on, which 

fosters student engagement on multiple levels and takes advantage of archaeology’s tangible 

nature (Smith and Burke 2007: 23). We felt it would be important to have a significant hands-on 

learning portion to the project, which many scholars have identified as valuable to students of 

archaeology (Doroszenko 2007: 212); after all, this type of exercises allows students to apply 

what they have learned, rather than merely remembering it (Smith and Burke 2007: 23). By 

working creatively, students are able to physically apply what they have learned about pottery 

and careful notetaking from our previous lessons about archaeology to solve a real-life puzzle. 

Simulations like this allow students to imagine themselves in a situation, which fosters empathy 

and critical thinking (Smith and Burke 207: 18). Bloom’s action verbs for this lesson plan - 

expressing that students learn through applying, analyzing, evaluating, and creating- reflect those 

methods.  

The sixth-graders responded very well to the pottery reconstruction, and it proved to be 

an engaging and entertaining afternoon. After all, play and fun are very important in education! 

As Michael McClure (1990) puts it, "play provides the student with immediate reasons to be 

involved and to spend genuine efforts on the class' endeavors" (McClure 1990: 67-68). 

Archaeology, as an enjoyable avenue to learning about history, has great potential to be “fun as 

well as educational” (Baugher 2013: 116). In order to provide teachers more flexibility to 

accommodate students who were absent or preferred working completely independently, I also 

turned images of archaeological artifacts into paper puzzles that could be sent home with 

students or otherwise transported and played with more easily. 
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Finally, this lesson concludes with a fictional writing exercise where students are invited 

to imagine the "life" of the object they have just reconstructed. This simplified object biography 

aligned with Caryn M. Berg's (2007) positive views about the use of fictional story in 

archaeology education; as she argues, it engages with the popular romanticizing of archaeology 

while allowing students to synthesize information, humanize archaeological data, and create 

personal connections with the subject matter (Berg 2007: 234-6). It gives the writers a more 

holistic interpretation of daily life in the past by personalizing it to their own interests and 

worldviews. Berg also suggests the use of writing aids and examples to help guide the students in 

their writing, which was a success in our lesson (Berg 2007: 235). I ended the lab booklet with a 

set of sentence starters related to the object's creation, use, and deposit in the ground, and 

students found the guidance they provided helpful in jump-starting their final stories. 

 

A Day at the Museum 

Museums facilitate most of the education programs that inspired my format, and their 

dedication to object-based learning prompted me to include a museum-based lesson. While 

designing a warm-up to this lesson, I was reminded of my meetings with the Johnson's education 

team; they host many local schools, particularly those close to Ithaca, but have never worked 

with Newfield, despite being only 10 miles away. In all likelihood, many of these sixth-graders 

have never been to a museum, or have visited them rarely. Many institutions do offer virtual 

tours of their exhibit spaces, so teachers can use classroom technology to guide their students 

through prominent museum spaces before this activity begins to ensure that all students can see 

how a traditional museum is set up.  
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ILLUSTRATION 2. Example assemblage of reproduction Egyptian artifacts (included in box) for A Day 

at the Museum. (photo: Sarah McCully) 

 

Inspiration for the use of simulated exhibits in teaching can be found in the work of Jane 

Lydon (2007) documenting successful museum activities where students created their own 

exhibits based on objects brought into class. Such a design provides immediate object 

engagement between students and artifacts, and fosters creative interpretation of objects and their 

contexts (Lydon 2007: 242-3). Creating an exhibit is more than just arranging objects and 

information cards; it creates a performance for any audience viewing it and is a creative 

construction of the kind of narrative the curator feels is most appropriate for those objects (Smith 

and Burke 2007: 26-27).  

To that end, this museum lesson plan pairs groups of students with groups of objects. 

Each group is responsible for designing an exhibit with their artifacts, complete with an 

information card for each item and a group card that contextualizes them as a unit and leads the 

audience through the students’ design idea. The class serves as an audience for their peers' 

projects, the way a group of museum visitors would. They also act as docents as they lead their 
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classmates through their own museum. As a result, students learn in this lesson through writing, 

collaborating, and publicly presenting, a range that hits on many different Bloom verbs and 

learning strengths. 

By keeping the replica objects relevant to required units, like Egyptian, Greek, and 

Roman history, I tried to ensure that students would come into this assignment with a basic 

cultural background for these artifacts. As I explored in Part 1, I decided for those practical and 

theoretical reasons to use replica and reproduction items for this exercise, which I obtained from  

thrift stores, flea markets, and online retailers. Teachers can also run this lesson using random 

objects from the classroom or daily life, as Larry J. Zimmerman (2007) demonstrates in his desk 

excavation activity. In his lesson, students "excavated" his desk and wastebasket and explored 

classification and stratigraphy in the context of everyday classroom objects (Zimmerman 2007). 

Because the Day at the Museum exercise asks students to explain to their classmates how the 

objects are connected with each other, it is intended to guide students through making 

connections between artifacts and their wider historical contexts, as well as introducing them to a 

new kind of communication with an audience. 

 

Eat Like an Egyptian 

The state standards for learning about early river valley civilizations, which includes 

ancient Egypt, center around shared cultural expressions and the modification of natural 

environments to meet shared needs (The State Education Department 2016). The ancient 

Egyptians expressed their “joy in their environment” through artistic depictions; they were also 

adept farmers, capitalizing on the annual inundation of the Nile to sow crops and employing 

innovative farming technologies like irrigation in the newly deposited soil (Hughes 1992: 13-18). 
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Following Marjorie Connolly’s (2000) suggestion to encourage student reflection by connecting 

ancient experiences with their own home lives through food (Connolly 2000: 269), this lesson 

plan teaches students about ancient Egyptian agriculture and food before asking students to share 

their own family recipes.  

As a warm-up, students complete a hand-out with a series of agricultural paintings from 

the tomb of Menna, an administrator from the 18th Dynasty (American Research Center in Egypt 

2020). These paintings depict typical farming scenes, including workers harvesting and carrying 

wheat, ships carrying goods, children fighting, and other small details. By locating the images 

listed on the handout in the tomb paintings, the sixth-graders practice examining art, an 

important technique in archaeological study.  

Next, educators lead students through a PowerPoint that explores farming and common 

types of crops in ancient Egypt. It uses several types of engagements to do this, including 

watching a short video, answering questions as a class, and finally finding images of crops and 

food in more examples of ancient art - offering as much variety in learning styles as possible. 

After the presentation is finished, students complete a simple crossword puzzle featuring 

vocabulary and clues from the lesson then have just learned. As Carol J. Ellick (2007) argues, 

activities like puzzles and coloring pages are both easy and engaging for younger students (Ellick 

2007: 262), allowing them to review and reabsorb the information they have learned while still 

engaging in a fun activity.  

For the final assignment, which can also be graded and used as a traditional assessment, 

students are asked to bring in a favorite family recipe that includes some kind of grain, which 

was a staple crop in ancient Egypt. By thinking critically about the food and ingredients that they 

consume on a regular basis, students participate in authentic learning by engaging in knowledge 
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construction, not just acquiring information (White 2019: 32). Drawing their recipe into an 

ancient Egyptian artistic scene is intended to forge connections between ancient families - 

growing and cooking with grains - and their own. Bookending the lesson between the tomb 

painting warm-up and this recipe project also uses techniques across the spectrum of Bloom’s 

Taxonomy: they search for and locate artistic elements in Menna’s tomb painting, and culminate 

the lesson by creating their recipes, adapting family stories into a format that connects their 

traditions with those of the ancient Egyptians. 

 

It’s All Greek to Me 

During the It’s All Greek to Me lesson, students explore various cultural achievements of 

the ancient Greeks that are familiar to our modern Western society. I designed this lesson to 

closely follow state standard 6.5c, which requires the examination of periods of “peace, 

prosperity, and cultural achievements” that may represent the golden age of a society (The State 

Education Department 2016). In order to bolster confidence and creativity at the start of the 

lesson (Smith and Burke 2007: 20), the sixth-graders warm up by writing out their own names 

using the ancient Greek alphabet. By seeing how the ancient alphabet lines up with the modern 

Latin one used today, students will directly experience the transformation from one to the other. 

While many of the lessons in this project contain short sections of reading, no other 

lesson relies on this method for the primary instruction portion. In order to give the students the 

opportunity to learn through understanding and applying, in Bloom’s terminology, I adapted the 

chapter on the ancient Olympic games from The Young Oxford Book of Archaeology by Norah 

Moloney (2000) into an extended reading comprehension exercise. After reading the article 

about the games, students should answer the four provided questions together in a small group. 



 

33 
 

Because this article is longer than other resources provided in this project, I recommend that 

teachers use various scaffolding activities beforehand to give students the tools to understand the 

passage more completely, especially for groups reading at a lower level. Scaffolding activities 

provide “temporary support provided for the completion of a task” that might not be possible 

otherwise (van de Pol, Volman, and Beishuisen 2010: 272), including strategies like reviewing 

new vocabulary, identifying titles and headings, and other pre-reading activities. 

Both the article and the subsequent comprehension questions emphasize Pindar, a 5th 

century Greek poet famous for writing more than 45 odes about victors at the Olympic games 

(Pavlou 2012). His poems are a prominent source of information about Olympic games, as well 

as the cultural aspects of the tradition that the Greeks considered significant, and they inspired 

the final portion of this lesson. Students receive a packet that guides them through the creative 

writing of a poem describing their own victory in an ancient Olympic game. This assignment 

taps into Caryn Berg’s (2007) endorsement of personalizing the past. Since students are invited 

to imagine themselves as crowned athletes and write creatively about the supposed contest, they 

are able to immerse themselves in the cultural event they just learned about. That “active 

daydreaming” encourages “cross-cultural empathy” (Messenger, Jr. 2007: 113-114) and 

facilitates connections between the students’ own interests and one of the most enduring impacts 

of ancient Greek culture. 

 

Roman Building Blocks 

This next lesson focuses on Roman archaeology and introduces students to common 

types of Roman buildings and building techniques. Like the Introduction to Archaeology 

activity, it centers around an instructional PowerPoint and Visual Vocabulary packet. I originally 



 

34 
 

envisioned this activity as an warm-up to a more in-depth activity about designing Roman cities, 

but I decided to separate them out to create more variety in the lengths and time requirements in 

the resources; it is important to prepare for more "doable" lessons that fit in shorter amounts of 

time (Wheat 2000: 120), so that teachers can choose lessons strategically without having to 

commit to a multiple day activity every time they wish to draw from the box. Roman Building 

Blocks is intended to be completed in one day: it begins with a warm-up consisting of a short 

paragraph to read about why buildings are significant to archaeologists, followed by a word 

search featuring the new vocabulary from that paragraph. The lesson's instruction comes from 

the PowerPoint, once again built around Ms. Pflueger's Visual Vocabulary format, which 

students use to take guided notes in the provided packet. A drawing activity serves as the 

concluding assessment, asking students to draw a picture of a Roman city that uses as many of 

the newly learned vocabulary words as possible. 

This conclusion serves a dual purpose. One the one hand, it can be graded as a traditional 

assignment; on the other, it asks students to creatively synthesize the information they have just 

learned. To use Bloom’s terms, students apply the information they have just learned through 

listening and highlighting by displaying it together in one drawing. The vocabulary mixes types 

of buildings with techniques and materials used to build them intentionally, so that the sixth-

graders can see the way that they all interact with each other. According to developmental 

specialist Emily J. Johnson (2000), sixth-grade aged students often need help transferring skills 

and knowledge from one domain to a new one (Johnson 2000: 77), so this exercise intends to 

help them make those connections. 

 

 



 

35 
 

Build a Roman City 

Build a Roman City allows the sixth-graders to explore the history and architecture of 

these cities more comprehensively but does not need to be completed in conjunction with the 

more fundamental Roman Building Blocks lesson. There are two major sections to this lesson, 

which could potentially also be separated into different days' activities and will take two to three 

45-minute sessions to complete entirely. First, students watch the PBS special "Roman City," a 

documentary hosted by historian David Macauley which also features a fictional animated short 

(PBS 2006). This video provides detailed information about the archaeology and layouts of 

Roman cities across the empire, and the intercut animated feature tells the story of Roman 

officials who oversee the construction and early administration of a new city; the students will 

fill out a graphic organizer featuring questions about the film’s content while watching. During 

my first meeting with Ms. Pflueger, I learned that she finds videos helpful and engaging in her 

classes, especially if they are animated (Pflueger 2019). Typically, she incorporates short, five-

minute videos into PowerPoints to mix up instructional content, so I decided to find a longer 

option for her. Long videos like this one, which runs just under an hour, can help fill gaps in 

units and are great options for substitute teachers as well.  

After the video and graphic organizer, the students complete the creative portion of the 

project by collaboratively designing their own original Roman cities. Following Emily J. 

Johnson's (2000) suggestion, I wanted to design an activity that felt like a game, but still had 

clear instructions and rules, and involved cooperative play to foster teamwork (Johnson 2000: 

88). To that end, I designed a workbook for students to follow that guides them through a series 

of creative decisions they must make about their imaginary city. First, they are given a map of 

the Mediterranean region with nine different geographical options for their city's location. These 



 

36 
 

nine points are actual sites of Roman cities at varying points in history, but this map features no 

labels or names.  These cities (Rome, Carthage, Athens, Syracuse, Tingi, Toletum, Mediolanum, 

Constantinople, and Alexandria) represent a breadth of empire emphasized in the “Roman City” 

video. They were also all located in variously strategic geographic locations, like seaports, river 

valleys, and straights that influenced their economic and imperial development. Although 

students do not need to know specific details about these actual historic cities to participate, 

playing this game introduces them to concepts like political cooperation, climate, and agriculture 

that complement their current standards and will serve as a solid foundation for future studies of 

world history. Next, the workbook guides groups through several basic questions about their city, 

including the invention of a name, before writing paragraphs about the political, social, and 

economic identity of their city. These longer responses can be written collaboratively, divided up 

individually, or completed as homework, depending on group needs, and are intended to push 

students into considering daily life in Roman history. 

The bulk of student creativity will be engaged while they design the layout of the city 

itself. For the last half of the workbook, I drew a basic Roman city grid layout heavily based on 

the example shown in "Roman City," and provided stock images of basic architectural 

components for students to cut and paste into the grid. Depending on the teachers’ discretion, 

students can either work together on one paper grid, or can duplicate their collaborative decisions 

in each of their respective packets. We encourage students to be as creative as possible with this 

process, using writing and coloring utensils to fill out the entire grid with houses, apartments, 

forums, and any other city feature they wish to incorporate. Role-play fosters Bloom skills like 

creating and simulating, and can be a powerful experience, and we hope to engage that here; 

debating urban planning as a group will connect to relevant social issues (Smith and Burke 2007: 
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17). Finally, students conclude the project by hypothesizing which elements of their fictional city 

will stand the physical test of time to be uncovered by archaeologists. 

Build a Roman City was also designed to heavily engage with the standards for the social 

studies unit on classical civilizations. By choosing and justifying a location for their city, 

students are actively engaging with standards 6.5a-c, which emphasize the "geographic factors" 

that "influence the development of classical civilizations," as well as the emergence of political 

structures and cultural achievement, which they will explore in their written paragraphs (The 

State Education Department 2016). Geographic reasoning is a large theme in the sixth grade, 

particularly the study of how region's characteristics impact the history of the societies settled 

there (The State Education Department 2016). Additionally, the standards emphasize the overall 

importance of economics and economic systems, examining the roles that different resource 

types have in providing goods and services, as well as those of jobs and trade in history (The 

State Education Department 2016).  

 

Moving Forward 

This project ultimately exists to support the social studies program and teachers at 

Newfield Middle School; that's where it started, and where it should end. Originally, Ms. 

Pflueger and I wanted to conclude this experience by allowing me back in the classroom during 

the spring of 2020 to guest teach these new lessons; I could use the opportunity to gather 

feedback, make any needed changes, and deliver the box itself to the school where it could be 

kept and used. Unfortunately, the spring of 2020 saw the arrival of the global COVID-19 

pandemic, and the associated dangers and quarantine measures closed schools across New York 
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State from March through the end of the school year in June. It is not known if schools will 

reopen as normal this coming fall.  

As a result, learning was transformed to happen over large distances, through virtual 

contact and mail deliveries. Lesson plans designed for traditional classrooms could no longer be 

immediately taught without significant reworking, and it would be impossible for me both to 

travel across the state to Newfield and to teach in a classroom. More than any amount of research 

or theorizing, this reality demonstrates how essential flexible collaboration truly is to education 

programs, and particularly those designed for a specific community's needs. Instead of teaching 

them in person, I modified both the Introduction to Archaeology and the Archaeology Lab 

lessons to be mailed home to students in self-contained packets, as the teaching staff and 

principal at Newfield Middle School had transitioned to doing for the duration of the academic 

year. The distance-learning version of the pottery reconstruction lab book used the optional paper 

puzzles rather than actual pottery, and contained a modified lab book to account for that 

difference. It also contained an added resource section, including an extra page of writing space 

in case students did not have blank paper at home, as well as a graphic explainer of the hero’s 

journey story structure and a scaled paper ruler for measuring. This is another point at which the 

importance of collaboration with working teachers is evident: without contact with Ms. Pflueger, 

who knows the needs of her students and school better than I or any archaeologist ever could, I 

would not have known that this rural community – without consistent access to computers or the 

Internet – could not rely on technology-intensive remote-learning resources.  Everything they 

needed to complete the lesson needed to be contained in the booklet itself. Additionally, I will 

make these lessons available online, free of charge and soliciting feedback, to any other teacher 
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wishing to supplement their teaching plans in the future in order to understand how these 

resources can be more widely applied and include more voices in the collaborative process. 

This experience also demonstrates an important lesson in community collaboration- these 

partnerships are with real people with real and complex lives outside of your professional 

relationship. While the majority of my communication with Ms. Pflueger centered around these 

lesson plans, our conversations about other personal topics, both in person and over email, 

allowed us to know one another better as colleagues as well as friends.  Particularly in these 

troubling times, that built trust was an essential component. We must remember to connect with 

our partners as people, and not just as collaborators.   

One day, of course, Newfield will be able to safely reopen and resume more standard 

classroom learning, and I will be able to deliver this box to be used as we originally intended. 

Until then, we can use the fundamentals of collaborative archaeology to guide our next steps: let 

the community dictate the project, and ensure that it is ready for them, whenever they need it. 
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Pottery warm-up activity 
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APPENDIX B 

Modified Archaeology Lab Booklet for Distance Learning 
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