Sutton Hoo Teacher Notes

What do the objects from Sutton Hoo tell us about the person who was buried here?
Objectives
1. To use historical evidence to draw some conclusions about the person in the Sutton Hoo burial.
2. To examine objects from the burial in detail
3. To begin realise the limitations of evidence from artefacts

National Curriculum
History programmes of study:
2a. Pupils should be taught about characteristic features of the periods and societies studied, including the ideas, beliefs, attitudes and experiences of men, women and children in the past.
4a. Pupils should be taught how to find out about the events, people and changes studied from an appropriate range of sources of information, including ICT-based sources.
4b. Pupils should be taught to ask and answer questions, and to select and record information relevant to the focus of the enquiry.
Description
This enquiry/discussion activity is based on a set of objects as original sources. Children will arrive at some answers, but also realise how these are open to interpretation. They will also learn how to generate questions for further investigation. They work collaboratively, in mixed ability groups or pairs, as discussion is vital for completion of the activity.

Resources
1 copy of the activity sheet per child
The Sutton Hoo Tour - either online or printed out in colour

What to do
Introduction:
1, Discuss with the class how looking closely at objects can tell us about the people who own them. Use a modern-day object belonging to a colleague or a child in another class, and get them to brainstorm what it tells them about that person. Good objects to use are wedding rings, jewellery, a mobile phone etc. What kind of things can’t be found out about people so easily in this way? How might we find those things out, if we couldn’t ask the person themselves?

2. Explain that the process above is how archaeologists make decisions about what happened in the past. Tell the children that they are going to be archaeologists, and try and solve an ancient mystery. Having an idea is not good enough on its own, they need to find evidence to back this up and prove their case. In this instance, the evidence will come from the objects themselves.

Development:
1. Give the children some general background on the ship burial. This can be found in the main adult section of Explore – go to the Explore landing page, search for Sutton Hoo and click on any of the thumbnails to find more information about objects and general background to the Sutton Hoo site. The Sutton Hoo Tour Introduction and second page provide the basic information that the children need.

2. Split the class into small groups or pairs - each group can give itself an archaeologist's name to work under.

3. What can we learn about the person?
In the first part of the activity, the children look closely at large images of the objects (either online or printed out in colour), read the text, and then record what the object tells them about the person buried at Sutton Hoo on the activity sheet. When they have finished with one object, they move on to the next. Some of the facts will repeat for many objects, making that point more strongly. They then summarise the evidence that they have on the table on the next page. What facts repeat over and over again? They write these down as ‘definites’. What is mentioned a couple of times, but strongly? This is recorded as ‘probable’. Finally, what do they have only a fleeting reference to? This can be recorded as ‘possible’.

4. Can we go further and actually identify the person?
Next, they look at the list of kings on the last page of the Tour whom it could have been, and see if they can make their final decision from the list of kings based on the evidence. They do not have to settle for any one person if they do not think the evidence is strong enough.

Round up and communication:
1. Each group presents their answer to the rest of the class, giving the 3 strongest pieces of evidence they feel that they have to back this up. The class debates which group have put forward the strongest case, and review their individual evidence according to the discussion. Finally, they come up with a decision as a class.
2. This work makes a good class display with the helmet in the centre (with the ? over it), and children’s evidence statements radiating out, with pictures of/ information about the objects interspersed around the display.

Differentiation
If you have Word, you can download the activity sheet to alter it for different abilities. To do this click on 'download'. When asked 'what do you want to do with this file?' select 'Save to disk', and choose where on your computer you want to save it. Then open Word and open the file on your computer. You can now amend it and save different versions.

SEN: Adapt the activity sheet using the above instructions, so that children do not need to look at all the objects. Print out thumbnail images of the objects. The children stick these in column 1, then brainstorm in a group what each one tells us about the person, recording their comments in column 2. A classroom assistant or helper can act as scribe for them. Alternatively, pair the children in mixed ability pairs to complete the task in full. It is the group/pair discussion that is the most important feature of the lesson. 

Extension: Does it matter whether we can identify him or not? How else might we do this?
After completing the task and deciding who is buried at Sutton Hoo, the children discuss what they still don’t know about the warrior. Get the children to list questions that they still want answers to, then ask them to suggest how they might find these out - for example, by looking at written evidence, visiting sites, reading books etc. They can then follow this up by finding out answers to as many as they can. This will in many cases not be straightforward but induce further questions. The children should begin to realise by doing this that there are many things in history that we will probably never find out about, and that the answers we do have are open to revision at any point.

