


Using artefacts in the classroom
General guidance and ideas for history specialists and non-specialists
What is an artefact? 
An artefact is an object that has been made by a person as distinct from an object that occurs naturally. Objects such as pots, stone/bone tools, paintings, clothing coins, and buildings are all artefacts. Artefacts do not have to be special or valuable to be useful sources of historical evidence. 
Reasons for using artefacts 
· Motivates, sparks curiosity 
· Real, not abstract 
· No barrier to the non-reader 
· Uses all the senses 
· Stimulates pupils’ own questioning 
· Can illustrate the lives of people who have no permanent written information to tell us about them
Prior experience
Pupils need a range of general skills relating to observation, enquiry, recording and communication to use the artefacts effectively to gain historical understanding. Prior experience of some of the activities listed here, which need not be in an historical context, is very helpful: 
· Play 'Kim's game'. Pupils have to recall objects which you revealed only for a short time, or, in more advanced form, recall items by category – e.g. all the things made from metal, everything blue etc. 
· Use 'feely bags' pupils do not simply guess the object within but have to describe/draw it. 
· Pupils describe a familiar item to someone who has never seen it before e.g. describe an iron to a space traveller. 
· Play ‘Now you see it, now you don't' where pupils look at an object which is then taken away and have to start drawing it. At fixed points, they are given additional glances and then have to improve their drawing. Pupils need practice in producing quick sketches where the emphasis is on accurate recording rather that artistic merit. Think about sharp time limits with erasers banned. 
· Ask pupils to label objects using post-its, perhaps from a prepared word list. 
· Pupils brainstorm as many words as possible to describe an object or to come up with alternative words for the same labels. 
· Ask pupils to sort sets of objects by a range of criteria e.g. colour, age, texture, use 
Asking questions about artefacts 
These are the type of questions you can use as prompts to help pupils gain the most from the artefacts 
Questions about describing an artefact
· How does it feel? (texture, temperature, weight) 
· What does it look like? (shape, colour, size, decoration/marking) 
· What is it made of?  (wood, stone, metal, plastic, fabric) 
· Do you think any of it is missing? 
· How was it made? (by hand/machine) 
· Has it been used? (signs of wear, repair, alteration) 
Questions about use/function 
· What was it for? (agriculture, metal smelting, domestic use, travel) 
· Do we have anything like it now? Is there a modern equivalent? 
· How would it have been used?/ How does it work? (could be answered by role-playing) 
· Where would it have been used?
· Who would have used/owned it? (child/adult, elite/non elite, male/female) 
· When would it have been used? (e.g. time of year, occasion, how long ago) 
Questions to develop an enquiry
· What can the object tell us about the period in which it was made? (nature of societies hierarchies) 
· Would there have been many/few of these? (related to function) 
· What can it tell us about the people who made it? (skills, occupation, gender, age, life style) 
· Why do you think the owner abandoned it? (particularly for archaeological finds relating to KS2 units – some items were buried or deposited in watery places for ritual purposes that we currently do not understand) 
· Would it have been valuable (not necessarily monetary value)? (based on materials/complexity/ knowledge of how to produce the object.  
· What can you know for certain from looking at this artefact? 
· What reasonable guesses can you make from looking at this artefact?
· What else would you like to know about it? How can you find the answer? 

Activities using artefacts
Some of these activities can be used with any artefacts; others are best used with particular collections. For History Centre artefact collections, where the latter applies it will usually be detailed in the teacher’s guidance booklet. 
1. Mystery suitcase, left luggage, pupils have to deduce who owned the suitcase/trunk from its contents –items are revealed one by one, strongest clues need to be revealed last e.g. Seaside trunks, Mary Anning, Florence Nightingale or Mary Seacole
2. Create a class museum with well researched captions and information boards. 
3. Use 'experts' in role as museum curators, having done their guided research. 
4. Kim’s game - remove a different object from the class display of artefacts each day – who can work out what is missing today? 
5. Which object(s) tells us … e.g. that the owner of a Seaside trunk was staying overnight away from home/ that Victorian classrooms were very strict place/  that during the Saxon period Christianity revived and gradually replaced earlier pagan beliefs? 
6. Anachronisms - sneak some non-period items into a selection period (inc replica) artefacts and ask which objects do not belong. 
7. Pupils place/draw an appropriate object into a picture where you have created a blank space.
8. Play Call My Bluff using a mystery object – for History Curriculum Centre artefact collections, these are usually identified in our teacher’s guidance notes.
9. Which object, am I talking about? ... teacher describes an object using increasingly easy clues, how quickly can pupils guess what it is? 
10. Venn diagrams - using hoops to categorise use of artefacts into e.g. by men/women,  rich/poor, now/long time ago and identifying any overlaps.
11. Play Twenty Questions, children question teacher to find out which artefact s/he is thinking of, teacher can only answer ‘Yes’, ‘No’ or ‘Irrelevant’. If children guess the object within 20 questions they win, if not the teacher wins.
12. Pupils give 20 second talks/presentations about objects which have to be researched/planned 
13. Role-play an object in use e.g. the foot bellows from the History Centre’s Egyptian Achievements collections/ stirrup pump from WW2 collections. 




Safety and preservation issues

Safety issues:
· Be aware that historically, safety standards were not as stringent as today - items may have sharp edges or points, may include allergenic materials (e.g. feathers or fur), and may even contain toxins (e.g. lead based paints or asbestos in World War Two gas masks) 
· Look at individual objects before handling them. Any possible weaknesses such as joins, unattached parts (like teapot lids) can be noted and possible accidents avoided. 
· Use both hands when holding objects and beware of handles - they may be damaged or no longer strong enough. 
· When displaying the artefacts, avoid hard surfaces and large drops. Use a cloth to cover the surface. Artefacts should not be placed too high so that children might pull heavy items down onto themselves. 
· During handling sessions, allow ample space and an uncluttered area. No one should have to stretch out to take objects or step over others whilst carrying an object.
· When moving fragile material always over-estimate the number of trips it will take to unpack it or move it to the table for study. Accidents tend to happen if you are rushing or trying to carry too much. 
· Washing hands before and after the session is good practice both to preserve the objects and remove any contaminants picked up from them (e.g. dust or rust). 
Preservation issues:
· Explain to children that old objects are now getting rarer and that they must be very careful when handling them to preserve them for other people to use in the future.
· Please pack the artefacts with the heaviest/sturdiest objects at the bottom of the case or box and fragile items on top. 
· Objects should be re-wrapped after use in the acid-free tissue paper provided (please do not replace with ordinary tissue paper). 
· Felt tip, ball point and fountain pens are best not used when artefacts are handled. The inks may mark material permanently. Attempts to remove ink stains can cause worse damage. Soft pencils are a better bet. 
· Placing objects near windows may lead to fading or theft. 
· If you are keeping objects for longer than a lesson please store them safely and securely. 
· Please note that the History Centre levies charges to replace damaged items (other than damage due to wear and tear over time).
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