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Section 2: Historical Thinking Activities 
 

Introduction: 

The goal of these lessons is for students to use artifacts to develop an interpretation about the life 

of Kansas settlers in the mid-19th century. In “Reading an Artifact” and “History Mystery: 

What is it?”  students will research an artifact to learn about both the past and the present. In “If 

This Artifact Could Speak” students will give voice to the object. In “Class Exhibit” students 

will create an exhibit using the artifacts they have researched. 

 

Objectives: 

1. Students make observations and inferences about artifacts. 

2. Students analyze an artifact as a primary source. 

3. Students use artifacts as primary sources to develop an interpretation related to the daily 

life of Kansas settlers in the mid to late nineteenth century. 

 

Compelling question: 

What can I learn about the past by examining an artifact? 
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Lesson 2a: Reading an Artifact 

 
Overview: 

Additional information about reading artifacts can be found at “Artifacts as Primary Sources” 

in the introductory section of this manual. 

 

Items from the trunk: 

Objects 

• Washboard 

• Sun bonnet 

• Sad Iron 

• Bucket 

• Husking hook 

• Coffee grinder 

• McGuffey Reader 

• Slate and slate pencil 

• Lantern 

• Candle mold 

• Ball and cup game 

• Top 

Object cards for each object used in this lesson 

USB Flash Drive “Kansas Settlers” 

• Worksheet #1: Reading an Artifact (included as a paper copy in this manual, as a pdf on 

the flash drive in this trunk, and online at kansashistory.gov) 

 

Items provided by teacher: 

• 2 different colored pens or pencils for each student 

 

Do in advance: 

• Review “Artifacts as Primary Sources” in the introduction of this manual as needed. 

• Prepare for each student to complete Worksheet #1: Reading an Artifact. 

 

Lesson: 

1. Divide the class into groups, one group for each object used. Provide each student with a 

copy of Worksheet #1: Reading an Artifact. Distribute trunk objects, one per group, 

making sure students understand that artifacts are primary sources and why. 

2. Instruct students to closely examine, or ‘read,’ their object. Information they gather should 

be used to complete their worksheets as completely as possible. 

http://www.kshs.org/
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3. When students have recorded as much information as possible through an examination of 

their objects hand out the corresponding object cards.  

a. Identify the object cards as secondary sources created by a museum teacher. 

b. Have students read the text on the card and, using a different color pen or pencil, add 

information to their worksheet that was gained from doing research using the object 

card. 

 

4. Explain that research is the process of asking questions and searching for answers. No 

single source can provide all the answers.  

a. Have students consider the research done on their object and the insight gained 

through their dialog.  Then each student should write at least one question they still 

have about the object. 

b. Within each group have students compare their research and questions. 

c. Have groups should share their questions with the class. 

 

5. Let the object speak to you 

a. Students should study the object and write a list of things it would say if it could talk 

and share their list within their group. 

b. Groups will write a dialog for their object.  The dialog should include what the object 

is, its function, the material it is made of, and insight it provides into the lives of early 

Kansas settlers. 

c. Have groups select a spokesperson to share the ‘voice’ of their object with the class.  

 

 

Assessments: 

1. Observations and inferences recorded on worksheet. 

2. Questions students identified that they still have about the object. 

3. The organization, content, creativity, and presentation of the object’s dialog. 
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Lesson 2b: History Mystery: What is it? 

 
Overview: 

Introduce students to analyzing and interpreting artifacts through the use of an object from the 

past. 

 

Note: 

The point of this exercise is to begin learning basic interpretation skills. Students are drawing on 

past experience to come up with a hypothesis of how it was used, how it was made, etc. If 

students have no prior experience with this object, they will most likely make inferences that 

prove to be wrong. Help students understand that when objects are taken out of their historical 

context it is easy to misinterpret their use or their place in history.  

Items from the trunk: 

• Candle mold (An illustrated description of how candles are made can be found at the end 

of this lesson.) 

• Candle (Keep it out of sight until it is presented to class in step 4 below.) 

 

Lesson: 

1. Present the candle mold to your class. Do not tell them anything about it.  

2. Have students describe the object. (Ex: What is it made of? How big is it? Is it heavy or 

light?  Does it look handmade or factory/machine made?  Does it have any moving parts? 

Does it look like part of it is missing?  Does it look like it is a part of something larger?) 

When students have exhausted all observations, ask students “How was this object used?”  

List all answers.  

3. At some point show the class the candle.  How does the inference that these two items are 

associated with each other change the students’ understanding about what the candle mold 

is?  NOTE: A description of how to make candles with this mold is included at the end of 

this lesson. 

4. Once it is established that the object is used to make candles begin a class discussion 

about how candle molds and candles were used by early settlers in Kansas and what they 

tell us about the lives of early Kansans.  For example: 

• Why was it necessary to make and use candles?  How much time and effort would it 

take to make enough candles to last a year? 

• Would reliance on candles for lighting alter peoples’ relationship with the dark?  

Would it change what people do in the evenings or when they go to bed? 

• How has life changed for people living in Kansas today? Why has life changed? 

What do these changes say about technology? 
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Assessments: 

1. Class discussion. 

2. Observation and inferences made by students. 

 

Making candles with a candle mold.  (A PowerPoint version can be found on the Kansas 

Settlers flash drive in this trunk.) 

Please do not use the candlemold in this trunk to make 

candles. 

 

The candle mold is turned upside down so that the candle wick 

can be threaded through from the bottom of the mold.  Once 

threaded, the tail end of the wick is knotted so that it doesn’t pull 

through and the hole is plugged so that hot wax can’t leak out.  
 

 

The mold is then turned right side up, and the other end of the 

wicks are tied to sticks laid across the holes.  The wicks should 

be pulled tight so they are straight and centered in each hole. 

 
 

Once the wicks are in place hot wax is poured into the holes in 

the top of the mold.  A small amount is poured first to check for 

leaks at the bottom.  More material should be added to plug the 

holes at the bottom of the mold if any wax leaked out. 

 
 

The molds should be left to cool for at least 24 hours.  Then the 

plugs at the bottom can be removed, the knots in the wicks 

untied, and the wicks trimmed to about an inch.  This end of the 

wicks will be at the top of the candles. 

 
 

Once cooled, the stick across the top of the mold can be used to 

lift the candles out of the mold.  This is the bottom of the candles 

so the wicks can be trimmed off even with the wax. 
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Lesson 2c: Class Exhibit 
 

Simplify this activity by using the object cards included in this trunk as object labels and having 

students write short main and/or secondary labels. 

 

1. Assign each student, or group, an object to research by reading the artifact and doing 

additional research. Students can use Worksheet #1: Reading an Artifact or another 

worksheet such as those developed by the National Archives or Library of Congress. 

2. Have the class design an exhibit based on their research and using the artifacts and photos 

in this trunk. The process will be similar to writing a research paper as shown below. 

 

Creating an exhibit Example 

Choose a theme for the exhibit. The theme 

will determine the title. 

 

Write a label that encompasses the theme of 

the exhibit. This will be the introductory, or 

main, label. 

(title) The Daily Life of a Kansas Settler 

 

 

(introductory or main label) The people who 

settled Kansas had busy lives. They filled their 

days with work, play and learning. The daily life 

of a Kansas settler was full of things to do. 

 

Divide the main topic into secondary themes.  

Together these will provide the story for the 

exhibit. These will be the secondary, or 

section, titles of the exhibit. 

(secondary or section title examples) 

Kansas Settlers Worked 

 

Kansas Settlers Played 

 

Kansas Settlers Learned 

 

Write a label for each of the secondary 

themes, or sections. These labels need to 

explain how each section is tied to the main 

theme of the exhibit. These will be the 

secondary, or section, labels. 

(section, or secondary, label example for 

“Kansas Settlers Worked”) 

 

Kansas settlers worked hard. They built towns, 

grew crops, did laundry, cooked food, and much 

more. They did all of this without electricity, 

washing machines, tractors or many other things 

that we use every day. Work was part of daily life 

for Kansas settlers. 
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Creating an exhibit Example 

Use object labels to provide information 

about specific objects, photographs, or other 

primary sources in the exhibit. The object 

labels need to provide evidence or 

information from your research to support 

the interpretation offered in the section they 

are included in.  

Think of object labels as captions.  Each 

should place the object within the framework 

of the section and the exhibit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(object labels for “Kansas Settlers Worked”) 

 

(label for the bucket and the photo of a woman 

collecting buffalo chips) 

Women worked hard on wash day. Doing the 

laundry started with a bucket and wheelbarrow. It 

took water to wash clothes. Settlers carried 

bucket after bucket of water to the house. Then 

the cold water had to be heated. This meant 

walking through the prairie grass to look for 

buffalo chips or cow chips. Burning these would 

heat the wash water.  

 

(washboard label) 

Women did not have washing machines. Instead 

they used scrub boards and soap that they made 

themselves. They filled tubs with hot water and 

dirty laundry. By rubbing the dirty clothing back 

and forth across the scrub board they removed 

most of the dirt. The clean laundry had to be 

rinsed in clean water and spread over bushes or 

the grass to dry. 

 

Write a concluding label to pull the exhibit 

together. This paragraph is similar to a 

concluding paragraph in a research paper. 

(concluding label) 

Early Kansas settlers built cities and towns. They 

started farms and ranches. They were young and 

old, rich and poor. Whatever their age or 

wherever they lived, Kansas settlers worked, 

played and learned. 

 

 

Tips for creating an exhibit: 

• Keep the labels short and simple. Limit the text in each label to eighty words or less. 

• Make it easy for the viewer to read the labels by using a plain font that is large enough to 

read from several feet away. 

• Use design features to help viewers understand the exhibit’s organization and flow. 

Design elements could include such things as using different colored paper for the labels 

in different sections; using a hierarchy of font sizes to differentiate the hierarchy of labels; 

or the placement of objects, photos and labels in the exhibit. 
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Assessments: 

1. The content, organization and presentation of the class exhibit. 

2. Ability of students to work together on the creation of a class exhibit. 

 

 


