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Section 1: Historical Thinking Activities 

Lesson 1a: Introduction to Reading Historical Documents 

 
Introduce students to analyzing and interpreting documents through the use of contemporary 

pieces. 

 

1. Ask students to bring in a document or photograph from home to share with the class. This 

item should be something that is from their past, something they saved. It could be a 

photograph of when they were a baby, a birthday card, their birth certificate, a newspaper 

article, an award certificate, etc.  

2. Have students take turns presenting their document and providing the following 

information:  

a. What type of document is this?  

b. What is the date the document was created? 

c. Who created the document? 

d. How does the document relate to him/her?  

3. Students should consider the following in regard to their document and the others 

presented in class: 

a. What does the existence of this document say about the individual or society that 

created it? 

b. What does the existence of this document say about whoever saved it? 

c. What does the existence of this document say about American life in the era it was 

created? 

4. Have students interpret their items by viewing it through the lens of change over time. 

a. Is there a comparable item from 100 years ago? If so, how is it the same or 

different? 

b. What does that item say about American life 100 years ago? 
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Lesson 1b: Introduction to Analyzing Objects 

 
Introduce students to analyzing and interpreting artifacts through the use of contemporary pieces. 

 

1. Have each student choose an object in the classroom to analyze such as a desk, chair, 

table, computer, etc. 

2. Describe or draw the object. 

3. Answer the following questions about the object. 

a. What is it made of?  

b. How is it made? Is it made by hand? In a factory? Is it one of a kind or are there 

many? 

c. How is it used? 

d. Who uses it? 

e. What does this object say about schooling in the United States today? 

 

4. Interpret the artifact by examining it through the lens of change over time. 

a. Is there a comparable item from 100 years ago? If so, how is it the same or 

different? 

b. What does that say about American life 100 years ago? 
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Lesson 1c: History Mystery: What is it? 

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

past. 

 

Trunk Materials Needed: 

 Betty lamp 

 Photo 11 – Betty lamp in use 

 

Lesson: 

1. Present the Betty lamp to your class without the wick and 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 a candle wick, or hand a student both objects. How does this 

change the inference about its use? 

5. Once it is established that this is a lamp, show photo 11, a Betty lamp in use. Discuss how 

lamps were used in the mid-1800s. How have they changed? Why? What does it say about 

the technology that existed at the time of its use? 
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