
                                 
 

Archeology in the Classroom:  Sorting  
Creating a Hands - On Learning Opportunity  

7 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? 

As artifacts are dug out of the ground, a 
series of events begins to take place. 
Artifacts must be cataloged, sorted, and 
cleaned before research can occur. 

Materials Needed: 

• Variety of items found around the 
classroom (erasers, pencils, math 
blocks, paperclips, miniature toys, 
staplers, anything you can imagine!) 

• Worksheet (found later in this 
document) 

• Boxes or tray to contain items 

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

Example image of activity. Image: San Felipe de Austin State 
Historic Site 



                                 
 

• Ziplock baggies, brown lunch sacks, or similar 

After collecting enough items for multiple groups of students, divide students into 2-3 person 
groups. Ask students to go through their items, assign a number to each item they come across in 
their box, and place the item in a bag with their assigned number and descriptive word. For 
example, if the first item they pick up is a pink eraser, students should write “Pink Eraser, Item #1” 
on their bag. 

Once they have labeled all their items, students will go through these items one by one and fill out a 
sheet for each item, answering each question to the best of their ability. Once finished, the class 
can come back together to discuss. Discussion questions can include: 

• What did these items have in common? 
• If you had found these items in an archeological dig, would you have connected them to a 

school or classroom? Why or why not? 
o What other types of places would you expect to find these items (office, home, etc.) 

• What can you learn about the people who use these items? Do they chew their pencils? Are 
the items dirty or well-worn? Do they prefer a certain color? 

• How might these items have looked different if they were used by students 200 years ago? 

Alternatively to classroom items, you and your students can save your clean classroom or personal 
trash for a week or two (boxes, washed-out cans, broken pencils, etc.) and repeat the activity. Then 
students can compare this new information and answer new questions such as: 

• What kind of snacks do these people like to eat? 
• Why do you think these items weren’t useful to them anymore? 
• Do you think this is the trash of one person or multiple people? 
• Does this person like to shop online? If yes, what websites? 
• What do you think an archeologist 200 years from now would learn about you from your 

trash? 

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

TEKS 7.18C: Identify examples of Spanish influence and the influence of other cultures on Texas 
such as place names, vocabulary, religion, architecture, food, and the arts. 

• By using archeological artifacts, archeologists and historians are able to learn more about 
the culture of Texas. The town of San Felipe de Austin included many different cultures. 
These include (but are not limited to) American, European, Tejano, and enslaved African 
populations that all lived and worked in the town Stephen F. Austin founded. Finding 
Spanish artifacts (such as Spanish-made ceramics) give lots of insight into the Tejano 
population that made up a large portion of the culture of the town.  



                                 
 

Student Expectation - 7.19C: Analyze the 
effects of various scientific discoveries and 
technological innovations on the development 
of Texas such as advancements in the 
agricultural, energy, medical, computer, and 
aerospace industries. 

• One of the ways historians can prove a 
print shop was located in the town of 
San Felipe de Austin is through 
archeological excavations uncovering 
lead type used in printing by the 
newspaper office. The effort to bring a 
printing press to Texas in 1829 
significantly altered locals’ ability to 
keep up with and understand what would be happening with the Texas Revolution just a few 
years later. In fact, both William B. Travis’ “Victory or Death” letter and the Texas Declaration 
of Independence were both sent to the print shop in San Felipe de Austin to be printed and 
distributed to the People. 

• How might the items in your activity differ from those used by students 200 years ago? What 
technological advancements have happened in the past 200 years? Students historically 
may have been using things like chalk and chalkboards (traditionally, “slate and slate 
pencils”) in a classroom 200 years ago. Books also would have been bound differently and 
classroom assignments were only hand written as opposed to typewritten or digital papers 
today. 

Student Expectation - 7.20A: Differentiate between, locate, and use valid primary and secondary 
sources such as media and news services, biographies, interviews, 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! 

Student Expectation - 7.20F: Evaluate a variety of historical and contemporary sources for validity, 
credibility, bias, and accuracy. 

• What would make archeology a credible and accurate source? In the vast majority of cases, 
these artifacts are last handled by those who owned them historically. This leaves very little 

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



                                 
 

room for error when analyzing the “what, when, why, how?” questions because an artifact in 
and of itself cannot lie. 

• However, archeologists do have their work cut out for them in validating the contextual 
information associated with an object. They have to track down what an artifact is, how it 
was used, when it was around, where it would have come from, and why it was there. In 
addition, they need to use other context clues to ensure accuracy. For example, nails made 
by blacksmiths 200 years ago in the town of San Felipe de Austin would have had a square 
head. Square-head nails can still be purchased today! How would an archeologist know if it 
is a 200-year-old nail or a new nail dropped by a carpenter building historically accurate 
items? In most cases like this, the depth of an artifact can reveal its age. The deeper the 
artifact in the ground, the older it likely is! 

• Think about the activity with the school supplies again. Did you discuss how these items 
might also be found in an office building, in a home, in a store, etc.? How would you validate 
your hypothesis of these items coming from a school? If your school no longer exists in 200 
years, an archeologist may be able to use historic records to prove your school was once 
located here, thus using evidence to support the hypothesis that these items were used by 
students in a school. 

 

 

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


                                 
 

Item Description ___________________________ 
 
Item #_____________________________________ 
 
What would this item be used for? _________________________________________________________  
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Where would this item have come from? ___________________________________________________  
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Who would have used this item? __________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
Item Description ___________________________ 
 
Item #_____________________________________ 
 
What would this item be used for? _________________________________________________________  
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Where would this item have come from? ___________________________________________________  
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Who would have used this item? __________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 


