
Kansas Settlers                                                                  25│ Kansas Historical Society © 2019 

 

Lesson 4a: Observation and Inference with Artifacts (grade 4) 
 

 

Overview: 

Students use observation and inference to learn about early Kansas settlers. 

Compelling questions: 

What was daily life like for early Kansas settlers? 

 

Objectives: 

Content:  

• Students identify characteristics of daily life for early Kansas settlers. 

 

Skills: 

• Students distinguish between observation and inference in the examination of a 

photograph and objects. 

 

Items used: 

Objects 

• Husking hook 

• Washboard 

• Sad iron 

• Bucket 

• Sunbonnet 

USB Flash Drive “Kansas Settlers” – Electronic photograph of the husking hook 

 

 

Do in advance: 

• As needed, review the “Artifacts as Primary Sources” section at the introduction 

of this manual for information on Reading Artifacts. 

• Prepare to show the electronic photo of the husking hook to the entire class. 

 

 

Background: 

What is observation?  Observation is what a person is actually seeing, hearing, feeling, 

etc.  If you walk outside on a fall day and feel a cold north wind cutting through your 

clothing you might observe that it is cold outside. 

What is inference?  Inference is an assumption about a behavior, object, or picture, etc.  If 

you stand inside your nice warm house on that same fall day and look outside to see 

the trees moving with the wind and the leaves blowing around your yard, you might 

infer that it is cold outside.  You’re basing this on things you notice (the wind, the 
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time of year, perhaps an overcast sky), but you are not actually observing the 

temperature as you stand inside your heated home. 

What problems occur if research is based only on inferences?  Inferences can be very 

useful.  They become the basis for a hypothesis, the starting place for research and 

investigation.  However, inferences can cause problems if they are taken as 

observations because they may be wrong which in turn might lead to incorrect 

conclusions about the subject being researched.  For example, if someone looked at a 

collection of pieces owned by one early Kansas family—a sad iron, a butter churn, a 

bucket, and a husking peg – they might assume the family worked all the time and 

had no fun, when, in fact, this is not true.  Using the assumption as an observation (a 

fact) rather than an inference (a guess) leads to the wrong conclusion and a 

misreading of what the artifacts can tell us.  When recognized as a inference the 

assumption can provide a hypothesis to further the research, “Did early Kansas 

settlers have fun?” 

 

Lesson: 

1. Introduce lesson  

a. Review the differences between inference and observation as needed. 

b. Assign one student to make notes on the board. 

c. Model the observation and inference activity if necessary by examining the 

husking hook.  Project the image of the husking hook for the class to see and 

slowly walk around the room showing the actual object to students during the class 

discussion.  Identify the object as a tool for husking corn, but don’t share any 

additional information about it.  List in one column anything students know from 

their discussion about the husking hook. 

d. After the initial discussion is completed have the class separate the list into 

observations and inferences.  Examples may include: 

• It is made from leather and metal.  (observation) 

• The person who owned this raised corn.  (inference) 

• The husking hook was used by a man.  (inference) 

• A machine was used to make it.  (observation) 

• It doesn’t use electricity to operate.  (observation) 

• The society that made this had the ability to work with metal. (observation) 

• It was purchased in a store. (inference) 

 

2. Observing artifacts 

a. Divide the class into four groups.  Give each group one of the objects from the 

trunk – sad iron, washboard, sunbonnet and bucket.   

b. Allow the groups time to examine their object, determine what it is and what it 

tells them about the people and society who made it and used it, and create a list of 

what they come up with.  Emphasize that they need to go beyond what it is.  What 
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stories could it tell about the process and people involved in making and using it?  

Groups could consider such things as how it was made, who used it, was additional 

work needed to use it, where did the materials come from to make it, etc. 

c. Have groups divide their list into observations and inferences and be ready to 

explain their decisions. 

d. Have groups share the objects they examined and the lists they developed.  Allow 

discussion if there are questions about why information was placed in one category 

rather than the other (observation vs. inference). 

 

3.  Research review 

a. Continue with a discussion of how difficult students found it to get in-depth 

information from an examination of the object.   

b. Explain that recognizing the difference between inferences and observations is a 

good place to start learning more about a topic.  Turn inferences into questions and 

then do research to find answers to the questions.  (Example:  An inference that 

settlers had purchased washboards could be turned into, “Were washboards sold in 

Kansas between 1861 and 1900?”  Ledger books from stores, mail order catalogs, 

diaries, etc. could be examined to find the answer.) 

c. Share the object synopsis below as an example of what can be discovered through 

additional research of these four items.  

 

 

Assessment: 

1. Group participation 

2. Observation vs. inference lists 

3. Class discussion 

 

 

Object synopsis: 

Early Kansas settlers did not own many pieces of clothing, usually only one or two 

changes of clothing.  Most settlers bought fabric from which to make clothing from the 

general store or, in the late 1800s, from a mail-order catalog.  Women would sew their 

family’s clothing or pay a seamstress in cash or trade to do the sewing. Clothing was used 

until it was worn out and could not be mended any more.  Doing laundry was important 

because clothing was very sparse compared to 21st century standards.  Laundry was not 

done as often as today.  Clothing could be worn for a week, or weeks, before being 

laundered. 

 Doing laundry required a lot of work both before, and on, laundry day.  Soap was 

made in large batches to be used in bathing, laundry and general cleaning. On laundry 

day itself buckets of water had to be carried to the house from the pump, creek or pond.  

Firewood or cow chips had to be gathered to build a fire or coal brought from the coal 
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shed.  A fire then had to be lit to heat the water.  Two to three tubs of water were needed, 

one for washing and one or two for rinsing.  During warm weather a fire could be built 

outside and the laundry done there.  Dirty laundry was placed in a tub of soapy water 

where pieces were rubbed on the washboard to clean them. Clothes were rinsed in one or 

two tubs of clean water. Each time it was removed from the wash or rinse tubs the water 

was wrung out by hand.  Once the last rinse water was wrung out the clean laundry was 

hung on a clothesline or draped over a bush or a fence to dry.  The cleanest clothes were 

washed first and the wash water reused until it was so dirty it had to be replaced.  Once 

all the washing was done the wash and rinse water needed to be carried back outside and 

dumped away from the house where the dirty water and mud would not get tracked 

inside. 

 Ironing usually took place the day after wash day.  Most clothing was made from 

woven material, and none of it from today’s wrinkle resistant fabric.  This meant that just 

about everything that got washed also got ironed.  Once again wood, cow chips or coal 

had be brought into the house and a fire lit in the stove. Irons heated on top of the hot 

stove.  An ironing board and the clean clothing were placed near the stove.  When the 

iron in use cooled off it was returned to the stove to reheat and another iron removed to 

use in its place.  Because irons constantly rotated between the stove and ironing board, 

the person doing the ironing needed to stay close to the hot stove.  This felt better in the 

cold of winter than in the heat of summer.  Metal conducts heat very well which made the 

sad iron a good tool for pressing wrinkles out of fabric.  Because the entire iron was 

metal the handle got very hot, and the laundress needed to use a towel or hot pad when 

gripping it. 

 


