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ALIGNMENT TO SOCIAL STUDIES TEKS  
Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills 

 
 

 

Activity 1 ï What is an Artifact? 
113.6 Social Studies, Grade 4 
(a)(3) establishing a sense of time and place 

(b)(6)(A)  analyzing and interpreting symbols 

(22)(B) analyzing and drawing inference and conclusions; (D) identify different points of view; 

(E) elements of frame of reference. 

(23)(C) express ideas orally based on research and experiences 

(24)(A) use a problem-solving process (B) and decision-making process. 

 

Activ ity 2 ï Symbolic and Practical Artifacts 
113-7 Social Studies, Grade 5 
(a)(3) establishing a sense of time and place; critical thinking skills 

(18)(A) understanding symbols; (D) significance of national celebrations. 

(22)(B)  relationship between  arts and  the times in which they were created 

(23)(A) understanding contribution, similarities and differences within selected groups; 

(B) describing customs, traditions of groups in the United States; 

(25)(D) identify different points of view about an issue or topic; 

(26)(C)  express ideas orally based on research and experiences; 

(27)(A) use a problem-solving process; (B) and decision- making process. 

 

Activity 3: What is Archaeology? 
113.6 Social Studies, Grade 4 
(b)(8) interpreting patterns of settlement; 

(10) economic patterns of early societies 

(22)(B)(C)(F) analyzing information, visual timelines, maps and graphs; 

(24)(B) decision making process. 

113.7 Social Studies, Grade 5 
(a)(3) sense of time and place; critical thinking skills; 

(6) using geographic tools (A) grid systems, symbols (B) translating geographic data; 

(8)(A) identify patterns of land use;  

(10)(A) economic patterns of various early Native-American groups 

(23)(C) contributions of people of selected groups to our national identity 

(25)(B) drawing inferences and conclusions; (C) organize and interpret information 

(26)(D) create written and visual material  reports, graphic organizers; 

(27) working independently and with others. 
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Activity 4:  Simulated Archaeological Dig 
113.7.Social Studies, Grade 5 
(b)(1)(A) explain when, where groups of people settled in the United States; 

(6) using geographic tools to collect, analyze and interpret data; 

(8) understanding location and patterns of settlement; 

(25)  Applying critical-thinking skills to organize and use information acquired from a variety of 

sources including (A) visual material and artifacts (B) analyzing information by sequencing, 

categorizing, drawing inferences and conclusions; (C) organize and interpret information in 

timelines; (D) identify different points of view about a topic;  

(E) identify frame of reference that influenced the participants; (F) use appropriate mathematical 

skills to interpret information such as maps and graphs; 

(26) communicating in written, oral and visual forms; (C) express ideas orally based on research 

and experiences; (D) create reports, graphic organizers. 

(27) Using problem-solving and decision-making skills, working independently and with others, 

in a variety of settings. 

 

Activity 5:  Archaeology and You 
113.22. Social Studies, Grade 6 
(a)(1)  influence of individuals and groups; concepts of limited and unlimited government; 

identify different points of view about selected events. 

(4) function in a free enterprise society, and appreciate the basic democratic values of our state 

and nation. 

(b)(1)(B) to evaluate relationships between past conflicts and current conditions. 

(14)(B) explain relationships among rights and responsibilities in democratic societies. 

(15)(A) the concepts of culture and culture religion; (B) traits that define cultures. 

(21) critical thinking skills; (B) analyze information by identifying cause-and-effect 

relationships, comparing contrasting summarizing making generalizations and predictions, and 

drawing inferences and conclusions. (D) identify different point of view about an issue or topic; 

(22)(C) express ideas orally based on research and experiences; 

(23) using problem-solving and decision making skills, working independently and with others. 
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How Archaeology Can Fit Into the Classroom 
 
A great deal of thought and conversations with educators went into the 
creation of this Teacherõs Guide for Archaeology.  The El Paso Museum of 
Archaeology is dedicated to the education of the public about archaeology 
and the Indians who lived i n this area in the past and the present.  Since 
teachers are required by the State of Texas to cover certain material to 
prepare students for the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills, or 
TAKS, we have attempted to make the subject matter and the activities in 
the guide compatible with the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills, or 
TEKS, curriculum.  Most of what is discussed in the guide fit s into the 
Social Studies curriculum, covering historical issues and events, geographic 
influences on those issues and events, economic and social influences, and 
political influences.  But there are aspects of the material and activities that 
could fit into the Science and Math sections as well.  Archaeology is, after 
all, a science.  We study the people who lived in the past instead of other 
living organisms or fossils.  We study how people adapted to their 
environment, how they interacted with the world around them, and how 
they modified it to meet their needs. We use the scientific method, 
observation, analytical mathematics, and statistics. Many aspects of the 
methods used by archaeologists in the field and in the laboratory are 
discussed in this guide and included in the activities.  
 
The archaeology of the Southwest is very rich, spanning thousands of years 
and encompassing a tremendous variety of cultures.  Naturally, our goal is 
to not only familiarize students with archaeology, but also to spark the 
interest of those young scientists of the future. 
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Cliff Palace at Mesa Verde, an Anasazi site occupied in the 13th century. 

 

What is Archaeology? 
 

Archaeologists have not always been very good at explaining what 
archaeology is and what archaeologists do. The popular image seems to be 
of treasure hunters or dusty professors commanding an army of laborers in 
the excavation of a lost civilization in a strange and  exotic land.  That 
sounds exciting, but it is not exactly accurate.  Perhaps we should start 
with what archaeology is not.  It is not òIndiana Jonesó or òTomb Raider,ó 
and it is not pot hunting or grave robbing .  None of that is science. It is not 
geology, the study of the earth and its mineral components, and it is not 
paleontology, the study of plant and animal fossil remains. Although these 
are scientific disciplines, and archaeologists do sometimes deal with rocks 
and fossils, they are not archaeology. 
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A scene from a Maya ceramic vessel depicting a  
king looking into a mirror held by an attendant. 

 
So what is archaeology?  Archaeology is the study of cultures that lived in 
the past.  It is a subfield of anthropology, the study of human cultures. The 
other subfields are cultural anthropology that studies living cultures, 
physical anthropology that studies human biology and where humans fit 
among the living and extinct species of our family tree, and linguist ics that 
studies human language.  
 
Archaeology is primarily concerned with reconstructing extinct cultures 
from the material remains of past human behavior, or the things people 
made or used and left behind.  These remains are called artifacts. Much of 
what we see around us ð computers, clothing, food, books, and buildings  ð 
are artifacts.  Even natural objects, like a stick of wood or a piece of bone, 
are artifacts if humans have used them for some purpose.  From these 
artifacts archaeologists build a model of what a culture was like. 
Archaeologists look for patterned behavior in the artifacts they study and 
try to understand the lifeways of the people who made or used the 
artifacts. For instance, the way people made pottery in the Southwest 
changed over time, reflecting their skill, different technologies used to 
produce it, the ways they used designs and decorative motifs , and how the 
pottery was used. 
 
While cultural anthropologists can talk to members of the culture they are 
studying, archaeologists cannot.  By examining the artifacts a culture left 
behind, archaeologists interpret the behavior of the culture that made 
them. This can be both an advantage and a disadvantage.  Members of a 
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long dead culture cannot tell the archaeologists if they are interpr eting 
their culture correctly, but neither can they argue with the interpretations.  
 
There are several different kinds of archaeology: prehistoric, historic, 
classical, and underwater, to name a few. These often overlap.  For 
instance, when archaeologists studied the wreck of the Civil War ironclad, 
the Monitor, they were doing both historic and underwater archaeology. 
The two main types are prehistoric and historic archaeology. Prehistoric 
archaeology refers to the study of human prehistory, or the period of 
human history before written records existed.  This comprises most of our 
human past. The human family can be traced back at least five million 
years. The first modern humans appeared about fifty thousand years ago.  
Humans did not start writing things down until 5,200 years ago.  That 
leaves many thousands of years of human experience that was not 
recorded.  
 

 
 

Archaeologists record a pithouse uncovered during an excavation in the El Paso area.  
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Stonehenge on the Salsbury Plain in southern England, now a World Heritage Site. 

 
Historic archaeology studies that portion of the human past that has 
written records. While it shares many of the techniques used in prehistoric 
archaeology, written records give historic archaeology an advantage in its 
research.  In Europe, archaeology is not a subfield of anthropology, but of 
history.  This is because most cultures in the Old World had written 
languages.  But archaeologists in the New World do not usually have that 
resource. With the exception of Mesoamerican archaeologists studying the 
Maya, whose hieroglyphic language has only recently been deciphered, 
archaeologists in the Americas do not have written records of the cultures 
they study . Because of this difference, New World archaeologists have 
more in common with anthropologists  than they do with historians.  
 
Classical archaeology may be considered a branch of historic archaeology 
that studies the ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia and the 
Mediterranean, including ancient Greece and Rome.  Egyptology can also 
be considered a branch of historic archaeology.  In North America, historic 
archaeologists study colonial sites like Jamestown or Salem, or Civil War 
sites like the Gettysburg Battlefield.  
 
Prehistoric archaeology has similar divisions.  There are Paleoindian 
archaeologists who study the first populations that migrated to the 
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Americas during the Pleistocene ice ages. There are Mesoamerican 
archaeologists, Southwestern archaeologists, South American 
archaeologists, and many more who concentrate on specific cultures and 
time periods.  But when all the various branches are boiled down, they all 
must rely on evidence from the archaeological record.  This brings us back 
to artifacts, the place they were found, and with what they were found.  
Even in sites for which there are written records, there is a great deal of 
information left out.  For instance, Thomas Jefferson kept meticulous 
records for his Monticello estate, but what was life really like for one of his 
slaves?  How did the field hands live? It was th e archaeological excavations 
of slavesõ quarters at Monticello that helped to shed light on the lives of 
those who could not tell their own story. Another example is the ruins of 
the Roman cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum.  We have the dramatic 
accounts from the Roman historians about what happened to these 
communities when Vesuvius erupted, but it was not until archaeologists 
began to uncover Pompeii and Herculaneum that we really began to 
understand this catastrophic event, and perhaps more important , how 
Romans lived their everyday lives.  Archaeologists use many kinds of  
evidence to reconstruct the past.  The excavators at Pompeii utilized  the 
classical written accounts and state of the art geology to understand the 
layers of volcanic debris. They used physical and forensic anthropology to 
study the hum an remains, and art conservation to uncover and preserve 
the beauty of a two thousand year old Roman city frozen in time.  
 

 
 

Archaeologists excavating a pueblo in southwestern New Mexico. 
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The Record of the Past 
 

So how do archaeologists study the past?  The record of the past, or 
archaeological record, is fragmentary at best.  Most of the material objects 
left behind are perishable.  Organic materials like food or clothing decay 
and disappear.  But some artifacts, such as pottery, stone, bone, and shell 
are not as perishable, and a great deal of information about past cultures 
can be gleaned from them. Stone tools, or lithic materials, can tell 
archaeologists about types of food resources utilized ð flaked stone 
projectile points for hunting, ground ston e for grinding corn. Different types 
of structures can tell archaeologists about social organization.  A pithouse, 
for instance, indicates a small family unit while a pueblo indicates a much 
larger and more complex social group. And an understanding of when 
certain artifacts appear in the archaeological record tells archaeologists 
when a site was occupied. 
 
Artifacts and features can be dated using several dating techniques.  These 
techniques fall into two cat egories: relative dating and absolute dating.  
Relative dating determines the approximate age of an object by finding its 
place within a known chronological sequence of related objects.  This 
technique, called seriation, places objects without known dates into 
sequences, from oldest to youngest. Seriation was used during the early 
years of archaeology, especially with ceramics and lithic or stone materials, 
and each new find was fitted into the larger picture. However, relative 
dating cannot give an exact date of when the object was made, or its exact 
age.  It can only show where an object fits in with other objects in a 
chronological series.  
 
Absolute dating techniques, including radiocarbon dating and 
dendrochronology, were developed within the last centu ry and offer more 
accurate and precise ages for objects in calendar years. Radiocarbon dating 
(also known as Carbon 14 dating) measures the amount of carbon decay in 
organic objects, like those made of wood or bone, from the moment the tree 
or animal died.  This rate of carbon decay is known, and the measured 
amount of decay will give an age range for the sample.  This method is 
very accurate (if the sample is not contaminated), but it is not very precise. 
It can only give an age range, not an actual date.  Dendrochronology, or 
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tree ring dating, determines the date of tree cross sections by measuring the 
annual growth rings and comparing the sample to others whose age is 
known.  All trees within a region will have similar annual growth rings, 
and if the sample still has bark, it  can give a precise year when the tree was 
died.  
 

The most basic place archaeologists study is called the site. A site is any 
location where there is evidence of human activity.  This can be a small 
campsite with a scatter of flaked stone indicating tools were being 
manufactured or modified, or it can be as large and complex as Chaco 
Canyon or Cahokia with hundreds of structures and millions of artifacts.  
One kind of archaeological evidence is called a feature by archaeologists, 
and is a non-portable group of artifacts. Features can be hearths, storage 
pits, architectural structures, burial mounds, or a cluster of petroglyphs or 
pictographs at a rock art site.  Evidence can also be gathered from seeds, 
pollen, snail shells, or animal bones that were not directly used by humans 
but can tell archaeologists about the diet of the people who occupied a site 
and what the environment was like when they lived there.   
 

Perhaps the most important part of understanding the past is how artifacts 
are placed in time and space.  This relationship is called context.  It is based 
on the geological law of association, which states that objects found in the 
same geological level are contemporary with each other. Also, according to 
the geological law of superposition, objects found in lower layers are older 
than those found in layers above them.  These laws help the archaeologists 
to establish artifacts within a framework of time and space. Context is 
everything to an archaeologist. Finding an artifact in situ, or in the natural 
and undisturbed position, means its context is still intact and can provide 
meaningful information. Without it , artifacts are just objects that provide 
little more than general information about their function or the people who 
made them.  
 

Archaeologists are like detectives. They use artifacts and the sites the 
artifacts come from as clues to the past. By definition an artifact is 
something either made or used by a human, so archaeologists try to 
determine what its function or pur pose was in a variety of ways. For 
example, the form of a ceramic vessel can indicate its function.  A jar could  
have been used for storage or cooking.  Where the jar was found ð near a 
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hearth ð could further point toward a cooking function.  Some artifacts, like 
projectile points, stone knives, or ax blades demonstrate their function 
more clearly, but the function o f others can be much less clear ð at least to 
modern eyes.  The famous òVenusó figurines manufactured by the first 
modern humans in Europe twenty to thirty thousand years ago are a good 
example of enigmatic artifacts whose function is unclear . Animal effigies 
made of stone, bone, or ceramic are also.  These artifacts are often referred 
to as ritual, ceremonial, symbolic, or artistic by archaeologists for lack of a 
better word.  Archaeology may never be able to explain such artifacts to 
any greater degree, but there are instances when new evidence sheds light 
on an artifact, turning a strange lump of etched rock into a Rosetta Stone, 
and broadening our understanding of a past culture . 
 

The following pages contain several activities created with the goal of 
encouraging interest and helping students understand archaeology.  These 
activities are designed for specific ages and are listed with the amount of 
time required for the activity as well as the supplies needed.  Background 
information about the activity is also given to help students understand the 
concepts involved. 
 

 
 

Pueblo Bonito at Chaco Canyon. 
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Potsherds, or pieces of pottery from around the Southwest. 

 
 

Activity 1: What is an Artifact?  
 
Grade Level:  5-up 
 
Time:   1 hour. 
 
Goal:  
In this exercise, students will learn that an artifact is any object made or 
used by humans.  They will learn that the exact function of many artifacts 
cannot be known.  Students will learn to identify the possible uses for 
artifacts, utilizing the same interpretive processes archaeologists use. 
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Supplies:  
Put together a collection of objects, at least a dozen for each group.  These 
should be a variety of objects, some that the students are familiar with, 
some they may be familiar with, and at least one object that is not familiar 
to them.  The students could help with this exercise by bringing objects 
from home to create or add to the collection.  Rulers or measuring tapes, 
paper or index cards, and pens or pencils will also be needed.  Below is a 
list of suggestions for objects that could be included in the collection, but 
really , any object will do.  
 
 Christmas tree ornament  Spool of thread 
 Post card     Compass 
 Golf tee     Tinker toys  
 Garlic press    Mortar and pestle  
 Thimble      Scissors 
 Potato peeler    Dice 
 Croquet ball     Foreign currency 
 Glue stick     Sunglasses 
 Popsicle stick    Belt buckle 
 Staple remover    Whisk  
 Door stop     Allen wrench  
 Horseshoe     Typewriter ribbon  

Antique nutcracker    Kaleidoscope    
 Hood ornament     Eraser 
 
   
Activity Preparation:  
Discuss with the students how the basis of any scientific discipline  is the 
ability to describe observations.  Emphasize that the observations should 
include size, shape, color, and the material type (metal, wood, ceramic, 
stone, etc.).  Explain that in archaeology, size descriptions must include 
actual measurements. 
 
Activity Information : 
An artifact is anything made or used by humans. Artifa cts provide 
archaeologists information for reconstructing how people lived, what they 
ate, where they traveled, what they enjoyed, and what they considered 
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sacred.  Archaeologists study the past by learning how humans in the past 
made, used, and discarded artifacts.  Each artifact has a life-history. One 
possible life-history for a Mimbres Black -on-white pottery bowl could go 
something like this: it started out as clay in a riverbank, was excavated by a 
human, mixed with crushed rock for temper, rolled into  long ropes, coiled 
into a bowl shape, smoothed, painted on the inside, polished, fired, used to 
serve food, traded to a nearby village, used for religious offerings, dropped 
and broken, discarded in a trash midden, eroded by natural processes in 
the ground, and finally found during excavation. This could even be 
extended further by including what happened to the bowl after it was 
excavated, including being glued back together, analyzed by graduate 
students, taken to a museum, spending years on a shelf in a collections 
room, and then being put on display with other Mimbres pottery in an 
exhibit.   
 
This dramatization illustrates how artifact uses can change over time. The 
potter probably never imagined her bowl would end up on display in a 
museum as a piece of American Indian òart.ó Each stage along the artifactõs 
life -history is a time when humans used it, often in very different ways.  To 
understand artifact life -histories, archaeologists look at the objects used 
now and in the past to determine how observa tions of artifacts can best 
explain the behaviors of the humans who made and used them. Physical 
descriptions of artifacts are one of the basic measurements archaeologists 
use to try to understand these past behaviors. 
 
Activity : 

1. This activity can either be done as a large group or with the students 
divided into smaller groups of four or five studen ts, with each group 
receiving about a dozen objects.  Have the students create index cards 
or a separate sheet of paper for each object. 

2. Have the students describe each object in their collection by listing its 
attributes, including color, material it is made of, size , and any 
addition information such as writing on the object or other usual 
characteristics.  They could also draw a simple illustration of the 
object to help with their descriptions. Note: Archaeologists use metric 
measurements to keep measurements standard, but this exercise, 
regular inch rulers will work fine .  
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3. Have the students come up with names for the objects based on the 
descriptions. 

4. Have the students discuss how the objects might be used based on 
their descriptions.  

5. If the activity was done in small groups, have the groups share their 
descriptions and findings. Have the students discuss other possible 
uses for the objects, and share the real name and function of the 
object, if it is known . 

6. Many of the objects archaeologists find have no parallel in modern 
culture and archaeologists are unable to discover their original 
function.  Introduce the familiar objects, discuss how they are used in 
our culture and then  discuss possible alternate uses based on their 
descriptive attributes that someone from another culture or an 
archaeologist a thousand years from now might provide.  How might 
the future archaeologist be able to discover the correct function of the 
object? For example, where would the object be found?  In a kitchen 
or an office?  And with what other objects would it be found?  Would 
it be found with ch ildrenõs toys or in a toolbox? Sometimes 
archaeologists will attempt to determine the func tion or the method 
of production of an artifact through experimentation.  They will try to 
reproduce or replicate the object using the materials and tools the 
culture under study would have used.  They may also try using the 
artifact for the function sugge sted by its attributes or its similarity to 
another object whose function is known.  Discuss with the students 
how the use of one of the objects might be discovered through this 
process.  

 
 

 
 

Projectile points and other types of flaked stone tools. 
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Enigmatic petroglyph of a dancing bighorn sheep from Frying Pan Canyon, New Mexico. 

 
Activity 2: Symbolic and Practical Artifacts  

 
Grade Level:  5 ð up 
 
Time:  1 hour. 
 
Goal: 
The students will learn the difference between practical and symbolic 
objects, and how the meaning of symbolic objects can vary from person to 
person and from culture to culture.  
 



El Paso Museum of Archaeology  15 

Supplies:  
Paper, pencils, or pens will be needed and some objects from the list in the 
previous activity can be used with some more symbolic additions.  Here 
are some suggestions for the additions: 
  
 Menorah 
 Crucifix  
 Flag 
 School mascot 
 Christian fish bumper sticker  

Darwin fish bumper sticker  
 Peace sign 
 Smokey the Bear 
   
In addition to objects, pictures of objects in magazines or newspapers can 
be used.  For instance, an advertisement for a chain restaurant with a 
recognizable logo can be used, or a picture of a public restroom sign, a no 
smoking sign, or a traffic sign.   
 
Activity Preparation:  
Discuss with the students the difference between symbolic and p ractical 
objects. A symbol is defined as an image or object that represents something 
else, especially a material object used to represent something immaterial.  
Discuss some examples from geographic places, like states, or religious 
institutions, or the s ymbols used for traffic signs or to signify poison or 
commercial logos.  As part of the discussion, students could be shown 
pictures of various symbols and try to recognize their meaning.  
 
Activity Information:  
The word òsymboló has a very broad meaning and therefore in some ways 
can be difficult to define, but we all know a symbol when we see one , even 
if we have trouble defining it. For instance, the English alphabet is really 
just a series of symbols that we use to represent sounds that we string 
together to form words and sentences.  There is nothing about the shapes 
of the letters in the English alphabet that would tell us what they sound 
like.  We have simply agreed that those shapes will mean specific sounds.  
The same can be said for numbers.  There is nothing about the number 8 
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that would ind icate the amount it signifies. There are examples everywhere 
of symbols we use everyday that have meanings we have agreed on, but 
whose image often has nothing to do with that meaning.  Think of the 
symbols for male and female, or the Christian fish.  There is nothing about 
the shapes of those symbols that would infer their meaning.  We know that 
the simple fish shape was a coded symbol for the early Christians.  It was a 
way for them to communicate an idea withou t putting themselves or their 
fellow Christians in danger, because there is nothing about the symbol that 
would indicate it means Christianity.   
 
Archaeologists look at symbols made by past cultures and try to decipher 
them, but as we have seen, symbols often represent objects or ideas for 
which they have no obvious link.  Rock art is found throughout the 
American Southwest, and is one of the most contentious areas of study in 
Southwest Archaeology.  How do we find the meaning of the abstract 
symbols left behind by these past cultures?  Symbols are a way of 
communicating ideas in cultures that have no written language.  And just 
as they are in our culture, some symbols have meaning for people outside a 
culture, and some only have meaning for people within t he culture. 
 
Activity:  

1. This can be done either in small or large groups. Ask each student to 
make a list of ten objects in each category - symbolic and practical.  

2. Have the students look through the newspapers, magazines, and 
books and around the classroom for symbolic objects.  Have them 
think about objects around the school or around their homes that are 
symbolic.  Have the students share their findings with their groups. 
Discuss how some of the symbols have national meaning, and some 
have meaning for fewer people, like a school mascot.  Discuss the 
reasons why some would have national or even global recognition 
and others would not (TV and other media, travel, etc.).  

3. Ask the students to think of events which have meaning in our 
culture but that might have a different meaning or no meaning at all 
in another culture.  Some examples are: July 4th, Thanksgiving, 
Washingtonõs birthday, or Columbus Day.  Point out that American 
Indians certainly have a different view of Columbus than most 
Americans.  Also ask the students if they can think of events that 
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have meaning in our region but not in other parts of the country.  
Examples could be the Mexican holidays that are celebrated here on 
both sides of the Border like Cinco de Mayo or the regional religious 
celebrations like La Posada.   

 
Extension Activity:  
Divide the students into a òtribesó that have no written language.  How can 
they communicate information to people within their tribe or to the other 
tribes? What if the other trib es speak a different language? Have the 
students come up with symbols for their tribes for important ideas and 
objects, such as water, home, danger, food, rain, etc., without using a 
written language.  Have them decide what kinds of ideas need to be 
expressed and invent a symbol to express them non-verbally.  Then, have 
them share these symbols with the other tribes to see if these symbols 
would work to communicate ideas.  
 

 
 

Image of a traveler or merchant from a classic Mimbres Black-on-white bowl. 
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Archaeologists at work excavating a pueblo room in Southern New Mexico. 

 
 

What Archaeologists Do  
 

Archaeologists donõt just dig things up.  They collect information. This is 
an important distinction.  Pothunters and looters collect artifacts, but they 
do not collect any information about whe re they were found, at what depth 
in the ground, and what other artifacts were found with them.  Aside from 
the site being destroyed by looters and the artifacts being sold off to private 
collectors on the black market, the archaeological information about the 
culture that created the site is also destroyed.    
 
Archaeologists use a variety of methods to gather archaeological 
information.  The first is survey, or the examining of an area for evidence of 
human activity.  Survey can involve surface inspection , subsurface testing, 
remote sensing, and aerial photography.  Here in the Southwest, all of 
these techniques are used, but the most common is surface inspection.  This 
simply means a crew of archaeologists spreads out in a line along one end 



El Paso Museum of Archaeology  19 

of the area to be surveyed, several meters apart, and then walks forward in 
a straight line looking at the surface of the ground for evidence of human 
activity.  Evidence of human activity could be stone tools or flakes from 
tool manufacture, sherds, or potsherds, from  a broken pot, or fire-cracked 
rock from a hearth.   
 
Finding only an occasional isolated artifact does not mean the area is a site.  
The evidence has to be stronger than that.  Groups of stone flakes indicate a 
site where stone tools were being used, manufactured, or modified.  When 
an artifact is found during a survey, a survey flag is stu ck into the ground 
next to it. At the end of the survey, there will be many flags across the 
survey area if there is an archaeological site located there. 
 
If there is a site within the survey area, a grid is then superimposed over it, 
giving the archaeologists a framework in which they can record the 
artifacts that were found.  As each artifact is recorded, including its exact 
location within the grid and its association  with other artifacts, the flag next 
to it is removed.  Sometimes the artifacts are collected for further analysis, 
but often they are left where they were found.  Remember, it is the 
information from the artifacts that must be collected, not necessarily the 
artifacts themselves. 
 
Subsurface testing can also be done as part of the survey.  Subsurface 
testing involves digging small test holes, often with a post -hole digger.  
This can yield information about a variety of research questions, such as 
the stratigraphy of a site, without having to do extensive excavation.  
Remote sensing and aerial photography also offer information of varying 
degrees of detail that can often take the place of more invasive methods, 
such as excavation.  Remote sensing techniques are used to collect data 
from a site in a non-invasive manner that avoids disturbing a site or its 
artifacts through even limited excavation. These techniques include 
magnetometry, electrical resistivity, ground -penetrating radar, satellite 
imagery, seismic and acoustic techniques, thermal sensing, and metal 
detectors, among others. 
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Archaeologists using a Ground Penetrating Radar system. 
 
 

 
 

Archaeologists examining stratigraphic levels in an excavation. 


