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After 10 years in archaeology I started gravitating toward interpretation, specifically 
the idea that archaeological interpretation could be used as a tool to engage students 
at an early age.  My goal is to use place-based education as a way to get people (kids 
in particular) interested in what is in their own backyard.  This is based on the 
premise that if you care about the cultural and/or natural resources in your 
immediate locale you will be more inclined to work toward their preservation.  
Hopefully, this care and concern will expand to outside of one’s immediate area. 
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 Archaeology is amazing, I love being an archaeologist and working 
toward a better understanding of the complex tapestry of human history.  I think that 
archaeologists play an unique role and that the work we do is important. I also think 
that a majority of archaeologists are not that great at sharing the amazing things they 
discover with the public, at least not in a way that the public understands or finds 
relevant. 
 This quote by Kidder has stuck with me since I first read it my first year 
of graduate school.  Since then I have come to believe that archaeology is a great way 
to teach people about the relationship between humans and the environment and 
that humans have a shared history…and that history is not always accurately 
represented in the history books.  I also believe in that old addage, “you gotta get ‘em 
when they are young” and have focused the bulk of my efforts on working with 
student groups. 
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I just have to pause for a moment to explain how I really started on the path of public 
interpretation. 
My first semester of Grad school I volunteered to help a colleague with her thesis 
research.  My friend is a physical anthropologist with a focus in forensics.  Her project 
dealt with looking at scavenger marks on bones and involved five motion sensor 
cameras, five dead pigs, and a number of bears.  Her project took place on the CSU 
Chico Ecological Reserve.  After she staked the freshly killed pigs out in front of the 
cameras she waited a couple of days before going out to collect her first round of 
data.  Data collection consisted of changing out the memory cards on the cameras 
and scouring the areas surrounding the pigs for the parts that the bears had dragged 
away.  This process repeated itself a number of times before her data collection was 
concluded.   
I volunteered to help on one of the data collection adventures and ended up 
spending a considerable amount of time in the back of this small all terrain vehicle 
with the director of the ecological reserve.  It just so happened that every spring the 
Reserve was host to a series of environmentally minded, hands-on, mind’s on filed 
trips.  One thing led to another and all of a sudden I was off on a project that would 
ultimately change the course of my career. 
Moral of the story?  You never know where opportunities will arise! 
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The Outdoor Classroom took place on a truly lovely piece of property that had a rich 
cultural history and an array of natural resources.   
At the Reserve I worked with 4th grade students with the goal of using a “hands-on, 
minds-on” activity that would allow kids to literally touch the past while at the same 
time making them think about the impact that they are having on their communities 
and the planet today. 
They kids got a very brief history lesson, primarily about the Gold Rush and the 
impact that this very significant time period had on the cultural and natural landscape 
of California.  Students were able to touch remnants of the original Luca Homestead 
which was built during the height of the Gold Rush.  They were also able to 
participate in a simulated archaeological investigation…after a  talk about the 
importance of not digging everywhere and what to do if they actually do find an 
artifact in the real world. 
The module concluded with an activity that helped the children look at the different 
relationships that people have had with the lands of California over time as well as 
the impact that they themselves were having. 
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Because I was joining an education program designed specifically to introduce 
students to the principles and concepts of the California Education and Environment 
Initiative all of my material is based on the lesson plans found therein.   In California 
4th grade students make an in-depth study of the California Gold Rush.  I was 
extremely fortunate in that the remains of a homestead from that era were still 
present on the Reserve property.  This made it easier for th kids to have a tangible 
connection to the past. 
 I also made sure that my module (and subsequent modules) adhered to California 
Content Standards.  If I were still working on the project I would incorporate elements 
of the Common Core as well. 
It is surprisingly easy to meet educational standards when using archaeology as the 
basis for a module/curriculum.  As you can see there are a number of subjects that 
archaeology can help teach…history, science, spatial and chronological thinking, 
ecosystems, etc. 
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To see if we were actually teaching our students anything all of the modules 
associated with the Outdoor Classroom contributed questions to a pre- and post-
assessment that was distributed to the students. 
Believing in an iterative process I analyzed my results after the first season.  I got 
mixed results and a pretty clear indicator that I needed to go back to the drawing 
board…honestly, the results are not important for this talk.  What is important is that 
I realized that I needed to look outside of archaeology and the Outdoor Classroom for 
some guidance.  I decided to approach a professor who focused on Child 
Development and Education.  After working with her I was able to see where I had 
gone wrong and sought to correct my mistakes from season 1.  Season 2 and 3 were 
indeed better, in terms of the pre- and post-assessments. 
This project has really driven home the need for an interdisciplinary approach and the 
importance of looking outside of your ‘known world’ for advice.  I am not a trained 
educator and most educators do not have an archaeological background…but, whn 
we work together or at least share or experiences and knowledge we can make some 
pretty great things happen. 
I could go into another whole talk and then some on assessment strategies and the 
assessment cycle but I will save that for another time ;) 
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After season 2, in addition to the pre- and post-assessments we administered to the 
students I  decided to talk with teachers who had brought students out to the 
Outdoor Classroom.  I was not able to conduct interviews with the students 
themselves but the teachers were able to provide valuable insight.  Here are a few of 
the things they had to say (see slide) 
 
Other concepts that popped up in the interviews include: 
Self-esteem 
Group think/work 
Examples of science in action…in a fun way 
Examples of what people can do in and after college 
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My goal with the Archaeological Explorers module was to introduce students to 
different ideas, to encourage them to be more aware of the environment around 
them (both for fun and enjoyment as well as the impact they are having on it), allow 
them have fun outside, and to think for themselves a bit. 
These are concepts that I think I will always try and introduce students to, or try and 
reinforce. 
It was my experience with the Outdoor Classroom that led me to apply for the 
George Wright Society Fellowship and led me to work with the great team at the 
Keweenaw National Historical Park. 
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Hilary provided a great introduction to our work on the Kewe including our overall goals and 
objectives, she also mentioned some of the activities/tools that could be used to reach the goals and 
objectives.  Not surprisingly I worked with the group that was focusing on the younger generation, 
<18. 
The three activities  I am about to describe are part of the “Archaeology in a Box” module.  This 
module was designed to be easy for teachers to follow and is literally just a box that they can check 
out from the Kewe office.  Everything they need, should be in the box. 
Activity 1: Introduces students to archaeology (who, what, and why)  
Kids are able to touch artifacts similar to those that would be found in their area (prehistoric and 
historic) as well as the tools often used in archaeology.   
The three main take away messages for the students include: 

• What do archeologists do and why is it 
important? 

• Name three tools archeologists use and 
what they are used for 

• What do you do if you find an artifact? (This 
one is particularly important as we are 
trying to combat a culture of recreational 
looting) 
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Activity Two: 
This activity is designed to teach students about chronology and show them how 
things change over time. 
The first part of the activity is simply a large stratigraphy example that kids can place 
correlating artifacts onto (with the help of the teacher).  While the graphic on the left 
had a number of layers we would use a less complex stratigraphy in K-6 classes and 
increase the complexity for the older kids. 
The second part of the activity employs measurement, chronological and spatial 
thinking, as well as critical thinking skills (as anyone who has ever drawn a complex 
stratigraphy knows!).  Essentially, graphic on the right is a 2D version of a 3D model 
we would create with a small, flat, clear box (think of a case for an ants’ nest).  
Students, working in pairs or groups, have to create a drawing of the stratigraphy and 
determine the relationships between the layers and the general timeline. 
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Activity Three: 
The purpose of this activity is to really drive home the importance of not disturbing 
artifacts, features, and archaeological sites. 
The class will be spilt into small groups, each groups will get a small collection of 
artifacts that correlate to a specific time period with each group getting a different 
time period.  Their goal will be to determine what time period their artifacts are 
from.   A couple of minutes into their discovery and discussion phase the teacher will 
act as looters and will come by and take roughly half of the artifacts from each group.  
The students will only have a couple of more minutes to try and determine where 
their artifact assemblage fits on the timeline.   
We want the students to understand that human history is like  a puzzle and the more 
pieces you take away from that puzzle the harder it is to figure out. 
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I believe it is my responsibility as a scientist, an archaeologist, and an educator to 
teach children how to be a good citizen.  In my mind a good citizen is someone who 
respects those around them, understands the impact that they have on the 
environment, wants to protect (or at least not actively destroy) cultural and natural 
resources, and values diversity as well as inclusion.  I think that in order to plant these 
seeds, or continue to cultivate them, we have to make things relevant to the kids, or 
anyone else that we are trying to reach.   
Not everyone can go to a national, or even state park…we need to get out of the 
parks and into the classroom, heck, even the community rooms. 
If people can connect with a  place I believe that most of them will develop a 
relationship with it.  In the same regards, service based activities are equally 
important. 
If archeologists, or any scientist/historian/etc, can create modules/lesson plans that 
already meet state and national educational standards then they make it a whole lot 
easier for teachers to say yes. 
Be creative… 
 
Keep these two directives in mind: 
 
A Call to Action: Education Mission 
“A second-century national park service will actively engage diverse communities and 
strengthen partnerships to develop innovative communication and educational 
strategies.  We will embrace a larger educational role, building an understanding of 
our country's shared heritage and preparing American citizens for the duties and 
responsibilities of citizenship.” 
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Things to think about! 
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These are a couple of examples of how Keweenaw NHP and Isle Royale NP have 
begun to implement certain aspects of the plan from the Park Break session. 
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Another note on using social media: don’t be afraid to embrace popular trends and 
memes! You may find that incorporating trending hashtags may lead to engagement 
with new audiences. This is an example of a social media post from the American 
Antiquarian Society. As you see, they used the #thedress hashtag and addressed a 
popular meme at that time. It was certainly a social media success for the AAS! 
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