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Section 2: Historical Thinking Activities 
 

Introduction: 

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

a nineteenth century cattle trail cowboy. In “Reading an Artifact” and “History Mystery: What is 

it?”  students will research an artifact to learn about both the past and the present.  

 

Objectives: 

1. Students will make observations and inferences about artifacts. 

2. Students will be able to analyze an artifact as a primary source. 

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

work of a nineteenth century cattle trail cowboy. 

 

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 (Note, these represent the experiences of 21
st
 century life and work.) 

o Cowboy hat 

o Chinks 

o Boots 

o Spurs 

 Object cards for each object used in this lesson 

 Worksheet #1: Primary Source Research: Artifacts 

 

Items provided by teacher: 

 2 different colored pens, or pencils, for each student 

 

Do in advance: 

 Copy Worksheet #1: Primary Source Research: Artifacts, one per student. A hard copy is 

provided in the manual. An electronic copy is provided on the CD included with this 

manual or online at kshs.org. 

 Determine how class will be divided so that each group has one of the four objects. 

 

Lesson: 

1. Divide the class. Provide each student with a copy of Worksheet #1: Primary Source 

Research: Artifacts. 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. 

3. When students have recorded as much information as possible through an examination of 

their objects hand out the object card associated with each object.  

a. Identify the object cards as secondary sources. 

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

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

card. 

 

4. Have each student study the object and write a list of things it would say. 
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a. Students within each group will share their list with the others in the group. Each 

group will then write a dialog for their object as if it could speak. The dialog 

should include what the object is, its function, the material it is made of, and how 

it provides insight into the life of a twenty-first century cowboy. 

b. Have each group select a spokesperson and share the ‘voice’ of their object with 

the class.  

 

5. 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.  

b. Each student should write at least one question he/she still has about the object. 

Research is a process of asking questions and looking for answers. 

c. Depending upon time, have students research their question(s). 

 

6. Within each group have students compare their research and questions. Groups should 

share their questions 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. 

 

Items from the trunk: 

 Silk Wipe/Bandana 

 Photo 01: Studio Portrait of a Cowboy 

 

Lesson: 

1. Present the silk bandana or wipe to your class. Do not tell them anything about it.  

2. Have students describe the object. What is it made of? How big is it? What does it weigh? 

Does it have any moving parts? Does it look like something is missing? Does it look like it 

belongs to something else? 

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

There are no wrong answers. The point of this exercise is to get them to start thinking and 

asking questions. They are drawing on past experience to come up with a hypothesis of 

how it was used. If students have no prior experience with this object, they will most 

likely make inferences that prove to be wrong. Help them understand that when objects 

are taken out of their historical context it is easy to misinterpret their use or their place in 

history.  

4. At some point show the class photo #01, studio portrait of a cowboy wearing a wipe.  

How does the inference about the object’s use change after looking at the photograph? 

5. Once it is established that this was used by cowboys, discuss: How might it have been 

used? Why was it used? Does it look like the photograph? 

 

6. These silk bandanas were common among cowboy gear in the 1860s. It was 

multifunctional. The bandanna was often used to keep cool – it could be soaked in water 

and placed around the neck or on the head to cool hot cowboys. It was also worn over the 

mouth and nose to keep dust out. It could be used to hold a hot cup of coffee or as a 

tourniquet in case of snake bites. 
 

Assessments: 
1. Class discussion. 

2. Observation and inferences made by students. 

 

 
 


