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Archaeology Lab 
Teacher Guide 

 
Grade Level: 6 — 8 
 

Program overview 
During this program, students will experience the 
process of archaeology from excavation through 
identification, analysis and report writing.   Students 
will excavate a simulated site in a 3’ x 3’ square using 
appropriate tools.  They will carefully recover the 
artifacts, then identify them as to material and use.  
The identification (hoe, spear point) will lead them to 
an identification of the culture’s subsistence style and 
place in the sequence of Oklahoma’s cultures.   
 

Objectives/Student Learning Outcomes 
After participating in this program, students will be able to: 
• Discuss the general characteristics of several prehistoric cultures, from 10,000 

years ago to the present. 
• Relate a culture’s artifacts (material remains) to other aspects of culture such as 

how people make a living. 
• Explain how archaeological research is done.  
• Give some general examples of ways that cultures relate to or interact with their 

natural environment.  

 
Background 

The earliest cultures for which we have evidence in Oklahoma were the Big Game 
hunters. These people hunted mammoth, giant bison, and other animals that were 
alive in Oklahoma until between 20,000 and about 8,000 years ago.  As the climate 
changed the large animals died out and the people needed to adapt their substance 
activities to smaller prey, including deer, rabbits and modern bison.  People in 
Oklahoma remained hunters until today, but around 500 A.D. some groups began to 
also farm crops such as corns, beans, and squash.  Once people begin farming 
there are many cultural adjustments, such as permanent houses and larger 
groupings of people into villages. This mixed hunting-farming life style lasted, with 
variations, into the historic time period. 
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VOCABULARY 
Artifact-anything made or used by 
humans.  Examples include house 
foundations to arrow points. 
 
Chert-a type of rock used to make 
stone tools.  It breaks with a sharp 
edge. 
 
Excavate-to dig scientifically.  
Archaeologists map a site, lay out a grid 
of squares, and excavate inch by inch 
inside the squares. 
 
Forage-to go out and gather food.  
 
Site-a place where there is evidence of 
human activity.  A site range from an 
entire village to a firepit used once by 
hunters.  
 
Trowel-small hand tool for excavation 
 

At the Museum 
Hall of the People of Oklahoma 
From 900 – 1400 A.D. there were 
many elaborate ceremonial centers 
along the Mississippi River and its 
tributaries, including the Arkansas 
and Red Rivers.   Spiro Mound, in 
eastern Oklahoma, was a part of the 
Mississippian Cultural Universe.  
Visit this exhibit in the central part of 
the People’s gallery and answer the 
following questions.  

1. The artifacts found at Spiro 
included many things that 
were given as gifts to 
important political and 
religious leaders (elites).  
What were some of the elite 
artifacts found at Spiro 
Mounds? 
• ANSWER: Shell jewelry, 

shell cups, copper 
hairpins, stone pipes 

2. Trade was very important 
throughout the Mississippian 
Cultural Universe. Canoes 
were used for trading 
expeditions. What items could 
a canoe be used to acquire? 
• ANSWER: large shells, copper, pearls, stone 

3. What materials were used to build the houses from the Arkansas Basin and 
The Red River Basin? (Study the houses, the answer is not on a label). 
• ANSWER: tree trunks (wooden posts), grass (thatch roof), plant fibers 

(rope), mud 
 
Correlating the Archaeology Laboratory and Museum Exhibits 
During the archaeology lab, each culture is designated by the way the people 
secured their food.  This approach is easy for the students to remember and makes 
the sequence sensible because it proceeds from the big-game hunting cultures, with 
relatively few artifacts, to the hunting and farming cultures with more complex artifact 
assemblages.  However, when your students visit the exhibits at the museum they 
will not see the names used in the laboratory.  The exhibit labels use specific site 
names, time periods, or the archaeological terms used by professionals.  You can 
use the chart below to correlate the exhibits (and your outside reading), to the 
names used in the archaeology lab. 
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Term used in 
Archaeology Laboratory 

Term used in Museum 
exhibit labels 

General term 

Big-game Hunters, 
Folsom, Dalton 

Burnhan, Clovis Paleo-Indian 

Foragers Early Holocene Hunters-
Gatherers, Late Holocene 
Hunters-Gatherers, Calf 
Creek 

Archaic 

Early Farmers Fourche Maline Woodland 

Plains Village Farmers Washita River, Antelope 
Creek 

 

Caddoan Spiro, Arkansas River 
Basin, Mississippian 
Cultural Universe 

Mississippian Southern 
Cult 

Historic Wichitas Historic Wichitas Wichita 

 
 

Supplementary/Enrichment Activities 
 
Language Arts and History 
1. Print out the article The  Archaeologist at Work  for your students (found at the 

end of the Teacher Guide).  Have students do additional research on 
archaeology as a profession, including education needed, special skills needed, 
job opportunities, and expected salary.  

2. Print out the article Oklahoma’s Prehistoric People for your students (found at the 
end of the Teacher Guide).  Have them use the information to create a timeline.   
• Extension:  On the bottom of the time line, add information on the 

contemporary cultures of the old world that your students have read about.   
 

Art 
1. Illustrate the time line that you created after reading Oklahoma’s Prehistoric 

People.  

 
Science 
1. Have your students do research on scientific methods of dating, such as 

dendrochronology or C14 dating.  
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Additional Resources 
 
For Teachers 
From Mounds to Mammoths: a Field Guide to 
Oklahoma Prehistory, by Claudette Gilbert and Robert L. Brooks, University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1980.  
 
Anthro Notes 
A Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History 
Publication for Educators 
http://www.nmnh.si.edu/anthro/outreach/anthronotes.html 
This free online journal provides thoughtful, but not technical articles on archaeology 
and Anthropology specifically written for educators. 
 
For Students 
Archaeology: The Comic, by Johannes H. N. Loubser 
A visual textbook (comic) with good basic information.  
 
In the Beginning: An Introduction to Archaeology, by Brian M. Fagan and 
Christopher DeCorse.  Prentis-Hall, 2004  
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The Archaeologist’s Work 

 
For thousands of years before 

Europeans came to America, people 
were living in the place we now call 
Oklahoma.  These people were Native 
Americans.  We do not know what these 
people called themselves, but 
archaeologists call them “prehistoric 
people” because they lived here before 
written records about Oklahoma were 
made. 
 

What we know about these 
prehistoric Native Americans comes 
from the work of Oklahoma 
archaeologists.  Archaeologists are 
trained to study the things prehistoric 
people left behind so that these items 
can tell us about the way people lived in 
the past. 
 

In many ways the work of an 
archaeologist is like that of a detective.  
Both search for clues to tell them 
something that happened in the past.  
The detective wants to know who 
committed a crime, and how it was done 
and why. The detective’s clues are 
footprints, fingerprints, bits of hair, cloth, 
or other items left by the criminal.  The 
archaeologist wants to know who lived 
in our state in the distant past.  She 
wants to know how these people made 
a living, where they came from, and 
what happened to them. The 
archaeologist’s  clues are the tools and 
implements left by prehistoric people 
near their homes and workshops, and 
the traces of their activities on the land. 
 

The prehistoric tools that the 
archaeologist finds are usually made out 
of some hard, durable material such as 
stone, fire-hardened clay, shell, or bone.  

Sometimes things made of wood or 
plant fiber are found in protected places 
such as caves, but ordinarily these 
materials decay rapidly and would have 
vanished long ago. 
 

The archaeologist calls the places 
where prehistoric people lived or worked 
sites.  A site might be the remains of a 
temporary camp or a permanent village 
where people lived.  Some sites are 
places where special activities took 
place—places where animals were 
killed and cut up, or places where chert 
(flint) was quarried and worked. 
 

The archaeologist is interested 
mainly in learning about the way of life—
the culture—of prehistoric peoples.  He 
wants to know how they adapted to their 
environment, and how they solved the 
problems of getting food, and making 
shelters.  He wants to know as much as 
possible about all the different ways 
people have been able to survive on this 
planet.  Prehistoric people, though they 
lived long, long ago, can teach us 
something useful about our planet and 
how to live. 
 

Each site has a story for the 
archaeologist if she can interpret the 
clues she finds.  Part of the story 
concerns the culture of the prehistoric 
people that used the site.  Another part 
of the story concerns the manner in 
which this culture changed or developed 
through the years.  Oklahoma’s 
prehistoric people developed many 
fascinating and successful ways of 
making a living in this land of wooded 
hills and grassy prairies. 
 

A site is usually dug, or excavated 
when an archaeologist believes that it 
can contribute important information  
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about prehistoric life-ways.  Sometimes 
sites are excavated because they are 
about to be destroyed by a new highway 
or other construction. The site is dug 
very carefully as the archaeologist looks 
for clues about the people who lived 
there long ago.  These clues are things 
like arrowheads, stone knives, chopping 
tools, and bits of bone and charcoal that 
were discarded as trash.  These objects 
are called artifacts.  An artifact is 
anything made or modified by people.  
 

As the artifacts are uncovered, the 
archaeologist takes pictures and records 
where each item was found.  After being 
recorded, the artifacts are removed.  
Detailed maps are made that show both 
the site’s surface and cross-sections.  A 
cross-section shows excavation layers 
from top to bottom.  All the objects 
removed from the site are recorded with 
reference to these maps.  
 

Archaeologists may also find other 
types of clues about prehistoric life. 
Concentrations of bone and shell 
indicate what kinds of animals were 
being eaten while dark stains in the dirt 
may show where wooden house posts 
once stood.  Houses, fireplaces, and 
storage pits tell the archaeologist 
something about domestic life.   
Cemeteries contain special evidence 
because skeletons can give the 
archaeologist clues about the health and 
stature of the people.  Sometimes the 
ways in which people were placed in 
their graves gives the archaeologist 
ideas about religious beliefs. 
 

The archaeologist always looks for 
some clue that will tell her how old the 
site is—that is, how long ago it was 
used.  Charcoal is very good because 
scientists have developed a very 

accurate way of dating anything that has 
carbon in it.  Even if there are no clues 
to the absolute age of the site, the 
archaeologist can assume that the 
objects she finds deep in the earth are 
older than the objects she finds close to 
the surface.  
 

The maps and records kept by the 
archaeologist during excavation of the 
site will permit him to make models of 
the site back in the laboratory.  He 
knows that by excavating the site he will 
destroy it.  All the clues to the prehistoric 
people who lived there will be gone.  No 
one else will ever know about them and 
their way of life if the archaeologist does 
not do the work properly.   
 

Sometimes people who are not 
archaeologists want to dig in a site in 
order to collect arrow points and other 
artifacts.  Such digging has been illegal 
since 1936 when the state legislature 
passed laws protecting Oklahoma’s 
antiquities.  Before these laws were 
past, some of our most valuable 
archaeological sites were destroyed or 
seriously damaged when untrained 
people dug into the sites.  Some of the 
most interesting parts of Oklahoma’s 
prehistoric story have been lost forever. 
 

Once the excavation of a site has 
been completed, the archaeologist will 
need to do a great deal of work in the 
laboratory before she can piece together 
the story the site had to tell.  Most 
archaeologist plan on spending four or 
five days in the laboratory for every day 
they spend excavating a site.  Artifacts 
are carefully cleaned, repaired, and 
labeled.  Field notes and photographs 
are studied to determine which artifacts 
belong together.  Finally, the 
archaeologist writes about the artifacts 
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that were found and tells the story of the 
prehistoric inhabitants of the site.  
 

Archaeologists rely on many experts 
from other fields.  A zoologist helps to 
identify bones, shells, and other animal 
remains.  

This helps the archaeologist know 
which animals the prehistoric people 
ate.  A geologist identifies the stone 
materials, and this helps the  

archaeologist learn where the chert that 
was used for tools came from.  A 
physicist runs the radiocarbon dating 
test to determine how long ago a site 
was used.  A botanist studies the plant 
pollens found in soil samples taken from 
the site.  This gives the archaeologist 
clues about what the climate was like 
long ago, because different types of 
plants grow in different climates. 

 
 


