
                                 

Archeology in the Classroom:  Cross - M ending  
Creating a Hands - On Learning Opportunity  

4 th  Grade  
 

Archeology can provide great insights into the history of Texas. After the burning of the town of San 
Felipe de Austin during the Runaway Scrape, thousands of artifacts that survived the fire were left 

to sit for decades before slowly being absorbed 
into the earth. Past and future archeological 
excavations of the footprint of San Felipe de 
Austin can greatly increase the understanding of 
those that lived in the capital of Austin’s Colony 
200 years ago, including Stephen F. Austin and the 
Old 300. 

In 2014, archeological excavations unearthed the 
brick-lined cellar (pictured left) of one of the 
hotels located in the town of San Felipe de Austin. 
This cellar had been mentioned in various primary 
sources, but it was not until this excavation that 
the site was able to confirm its existence through 
means other than the written word. 

How can I bring archeology into my classroom? 

The process of putting archeological artifacts back together is called “cross-mending.” Cross-
mending allows archeologists and historians to better study the artifacts found through 
excavations. This is primarily done for ceramic artifacts. 

Materials Needed: 

• Ceramic plates, teacups, bowls, etc. (donated or thrifted 
for a low-cost activity) 

• Painter’s tape 
• Lunch trays or butcher paper for a working surface 
• Gallon Ziplock baggies 

After acquiring several ceramic items, place each item in a 
separate Ziplock baggie and close tightly. Drop each item 3-4 
feet from the ground to break the items into multiple pieces. 
Repeat to obtain smaller pieces. 

Archeological excavation of the San Felipe de Austin State 
Historic Site, 2014. Image: San Felipe de Austin State 
Historic Site 

Cross-mending demonstrated by an 
archeological artifact. Image: San Felipe 
de Austin State Historic Site 



                                 

Students can then dump their ceramic items onto their tray or work surface. Using patterns, 
shapes, and other context clues, have students piece their item back together using small pieces of 
painter’s tape. To make the activity more challenging, remove some of the pieces from the bag 
before students acquire them. Archeologists rarely have all the pieces of an artifact! 

The following TEKS standards are met with this activity by using the accompanying discussion 
questions and information: 

TEKS 4.7A: Explain the geographic factors such as landforms and climate that influence patterns of 
settlement and the distribution of population in Texas, past and present.  

• What can the ceramic tell you about the people that owned it? Ceramics made in Spain 
were more likely to be used by Spanish or Tejano families. Ceramics made in England were 
more likely to be used by American immigrants into Mexican Texas. The makers mark on the 
back of a ceramic piece can tell you a lot about its history! 

TEKS 4.7B: Identify and explain patterns of 
settlement such as the location of towns and 
cities in Texas at different time periods. 

• Using makers marks on ceramics, 
archeologists can learn more about when 
an artifact was made. Because San Felipe 
de Austin sat destroyed for so long, we can 
determine whether an artifact was present 
before or after the fire. This tells us 
whether the person or family that owned it 
would have been living in the town before 
the fire or during resettlement (the 
decades following the fire when people 
tried to rebuild the town). 

TEKS 4.9B: Explain the economic activities early settlers to Texas used to meet their needs and 
wants. 

• Many of the items found archeologically would have had to have been purchased by those 
living in the town. If an archeologist finds a fancy teacup, nails, and a cooking pot, which of 
those items are most likely to be “needs?” Which items are most likely to be “wants?” 

• If these items were sold in stores in San Felipe de Austin, how did they get to the town? The 
Brazos River allows trade from factories in America! Steamships can traverse the Atlantic 
Ocean, to the Gulf, to the Brazos River to bring these items to the town. 

Archeologist with ceramic sherd found at San Felipe de 
Austin State Historic Site, 2014. Image: San Felipe de Austin 
State Historic Site 



                                 

TEKS 4.19A: Differentiate between, locate, and use valid primary and secondary sources such as 
technology; interviews; biographies; oral, print, and visual material; documents; and artifacts to 
acquire information about Texas. 

• Is archeology a primary or secondary source? Because these items were handled by those 
who originally owned them, they are considered a primary source! 

• What does archeology tell us about the past? Not only does archeology tell us what people 
owned or used a long time ago, it tells us what is available to them, where those items may 
have originally come from (travel through trade, family moves, etc.), and what they did in 
their everyday lives. The San Felipe de Austin State Historic Site has on display six marbles 
that have been found through archeology. That means there were kids who liked to play 
marbles in the town 200 years ago! 

 

For more information about San 
Felipe de Austin State Historic Site, 
please visit our website by scanning 
the QR code or going to 
www.visitsanfelipedeaustin.com  
 

https://www.visitsanfelipedeaustin.com

