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Introduction 

 

The aim of the ‘Time Detectives Archaeology Day’ is to promote the use of different 

lines of historical enquiry through activities that ask the question: 

 

‘How do we find out about the past?’ 

 

The activities are designed to tie in to several aspects of the KS1 History National 

Curriculum, specifically: 

 

Chronological understanding 1a - place events and objects in chronological order; 

1b - use common words and phrases relating to the 

passing of time; 

 

Knowledge and understanding of events, people and changes in the past 

2b – identify differences between ways of life at 

different times; 

 

Historical enquiry  4a - how to find out about the past from a range of 

sources of information; 

4b - to ask and answer questions about the past. 

 

 

Archaeology is a useful method of teaching children about the past and how we are able 

to find out about people from the past by digging up the remains of ancient cultures. By 

learning about archaeology and archaeological methods, children are encouraged to 

interpret what they can see and touch using a range of hands-on activities, including 

artefact handling, mock-excavations and craft-based tasks. The activities are designed 

to promote description and discussion between children and parents/teachers and provide 

a platform upon which a more focussed and in-depth history topic can be developed. 

 

The ‘Archaeology Day’ begins with an introduction to the whole class by the archaeologist 

who has come to visit the school for the day to invite the children to help with a series of 

challenges and become ‘Time Detectives’ for the day/session. The archaeologist will 

explain what archaeology is used for and how it can be used to help us learn about the 

past. After this introduction, the children should be divided into groups and dispersed 

amongst the activities. The archaeologist will lead the mock-excavation activity and will 

provide an instructional prompt sheet for the other activities to be led other adults. 
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Activities and Requirements (most activities require a table to be set on) 

 

Burial in a box (up to 6 children) – The children will be kitted out with hi-vis jackets 

and trowels/brushes to help the archaeologist with a mock-excavation and uncover an 

ancient mystery burial of an individual who was buried with grave goods. They will be 

instructed on the methods used to excavate and also asked to help interpret the evidence 

to learn about the historic age of the burial and the person who was buried. The burial 

activity takes about 20 mins plus 5-10 mins to reset between groups. 

 

REQUIREMENTS – space to set up the human sized burial, with a plastic sheet for 

placing the excavated sand (with room for the children to be spaced out around the box. 

Preferably somewhere away from the other activities so as not to spoil the surprise for 

the other groups. 

 

Pottery Challenge – The children will be asked to help sort out a jumble of pottery pieces 

to see how archaeologists can piece together broken objects to learn about the past. 

They will be able to estimate how many vessels are represented in the assemblage, try to 

piece together pieces of pottery to make a more complete vessel and also speculate on 

what the vessel was before it was broken.  

 

Metal Detecting – Using a handheld metal detector and a sand tray filled with hidden 

metal objects, the children can learn about how metal detectors can be used to find 

metal objects that are buried under the ground.  

 

Reaching into the Past – The children will be challenged to identify a mystery object 

inside a box, firstly by describing what they can feel inside the box, then by taking the 

object out to see if they were right and if they can guess what it might have been used 

for and if it is modern or old. There will be six different boxes and objects from 

different time periods. 

 

Greendale Garbage – The residents of Greendale have had their bins mixed up and the 

children have to sort out which bin belongs to who by looking at the contents. This 

activity is designed to show how ‘archaeology is rubbish’ by explaining the concept that we 

learn about the past by studying other people’s rubbish!  

 

Roman Rubbish – Using the same idea as the Greendale Garbage task – the activity 

provides a selection of Roman ‘rubbish’ for the children to handle and interpret by sorting 

into types using template sheets.  

 

Code breakers – A series of ancient texts have been found and the children are asked to 

decode them. The aim of the activity is to provide an introduction to writing through the 
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ages using hieroglyphs from Ancient Egypt or writing methods from other past cultures. 

They can also write their own names or messages for others to decode. 

 

REQUIREMENTS –  Coloured pens, pencils and scrap paper to be provided by the school. 

 

Old vs New – A game of historical snap – can the children match the old object to its 

modern day equivalent? 

 

Craft activity – Making a Roman Bulla (a charm pouch worn by Roman children). This 

activity may take up to double the amount of time as the other activities (30-40 mins). 

 

REQUIREMENTS – Materials to make the bulla will be provided, at cost. Scissors, pens 

and pencils to be provided by the school. 

 

 

Other possible activities currently being developed –  

 

‘Rot or Not’ – children asked to guess which items would survive underground to be 

excavated by archaeologists in the future and which would not. 

 

Maps through time – identifying features of historical interest that exist today around 

the school and showing how maps are a useful source of historical information. 

 

History beneath our feet – exploring the concept of stratigraphy (as layers of history) 

and the relationship between digging deeper to find evidence for older periods of history. 

 

Dress through the ages – activity looking at how the children’s ancestors dressed and how 

this is different/similar to how we dress today – looking at a range of occupations like 

soldiers, nurses, teachers etc.  

 

 

NB: An outdoor version of a mock-excavation an be arranged which may involve the prior 

hand excavation of a shallow trench in a suitable area of playground – this method 

involves the set up of a mock archaeological site, including hazard tape, plastic mesh 

fencing, and a small gazebo. In this version archaeological finds can be tailored to meet a 

specific theme – for example the remains of a ‘Roman Villa’ complete with part of a mosaic 

floor, a Roman rubbish pit and a Roman coin hoard. 

 


