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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! The Ancient World,  Lesson 1, Investigating the Past. 
Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Foundations in Social Studies

Investigating the Past

Lesson Overview

Introduce students to the concept that history is not just memorizing dates and events.

Teacher Prep

1. Print one copy of the reading and notebook for each student. 

Procedures

1. On the notebook page, ask students to draw a personal object that they think someone might find 
20,000 years from now, then think about how a social scientist might learn about the person who left it 
behind.   

2. Discuss:
a. Will people living tens of thousands of years from now find it difficult to tell a complete story about 

our lives today? Why or why not?
b. Do you think people in the future might reach conclusions that are incorrect or only partly true?  

Why or why not?   
3. Share:

a. Your objects will be considered artifacts by social scientists living 20,000 years from now. The objects 
will provide clues about our current way of life. Prehistoric humans left artifacts that give us clues 
about how they once lived.

b. Social scientists act like detectives. They carefully examine ancient art and artifacts and then draw 
conclusions about early humans.  As each new clue is discovered, social scientists may need to change 
their interpretations. Let’s learn about some of the ways social scientists analyze information.

3. As a class, read the section text and complete the reading notes.    
4. Conduct an inquiry

a. Create your own compelling question. 
b. Plan your research.
c. Share what you found.
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Reading Further

Archaeologists use tools to delicately 
retrieve artifacts, which give them 
clues about the past. A grid system is 
often used to organize where on a site 
each artifact was found.

Detectives Who Study the Past

Scholars who study human society are called social scientists. 
Many social scientists can help us study the past. Among these 
“history detectives” are archaeologists, historians, and geographers. 

Archaeologists: Digging Up the Past
Archaeologists study the past by examining objects, or artifacts, 

that people have left behind. These artifacts are anything made or 
used by humans, such as clothing, tools, weapons, and coins. When 
archaeologists discover a place that has artifacts, they ask questions 
like these: Who lived in this place? When did they live here? What 
were they like? Then archaeologists study the artifacts for clues. 

Historians: Recording the Past
Historians are the recorders of the past. Human beings have been 

around for such a long time that historians tend to focus mostly 
on the last few thousand years, when people began leaving written 
records. Historians want to answer this question: What happened in 

the past? To find out, they study all kinds of artifacts and documents. 
They read diaries and letters. Besides asking what happened in the 
past, historians try to understand why events happened the way they 
did.

Geographers: Mapping the Past
Geographers study the natural features of Earth, such as water, 

landforms, plants, and animals. They also look at human-made 
features, such as towns, roads, bridges, and dams. These scientists help 
us answer such questions as: Where did people live? How did they use 
their environment to survive? Geographers often create maps to show 
what they have learned.

Social scientists who study prehistoric history face a unique 
challenge—a lack of evidence from this period. In fact, huge gaps of 
time have no evidence at all. Therefore, scientists may come up with 
different answers or theories about how humans came to be.
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In the space below, quickly sketch one object that you currently own and that you 
think someone might find 20,000 years from now. 

Suppose that you are a social scientist living 20,000 years from now. You have just 
discovered the object you drew. What might the object tell you about the person 
who left it behind? Write your thoughts in a short paragraph below.
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Social scientists learn about the past by asking questions and conducting inquiries. 
You can be a “history detective” too!

What is something that you wonder about the past? You might wonder why an 
event happened or how something got to be the way it is today. Write your ques-
tion below.

My compelling question:

Now plan an inquiry to answer your question.
• Think of one specific question each of the social scientists below might ask.

These questions should help answer your bigger, compelling question.
• Brainstorm sources where you could find information to answer these  

supporting questions. 

Supporting Questions Sources of Information

Historian

Archaeologist

Geographer
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Complete the matrix below to compare three types of social scientists.

Historian Archaeologist Geographer

What do
they do?

What questions 
do they ask?

Draw and label a symbol for each of the social scientists described above.

In a complete sentence, answer this question: How are social scientists like detectives?
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