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Bringing History Alive 

Objects 
in the Classroom 

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich 

I know from my own experience that bringing objects into a 

classroom can enhance learning. Over the past twenty-five 

years, I have used dozens of ordinary objects to provoke 
attention, focus discussion, illustrate processes, and enlarge stu 

dents' understanding of how things change. Object-centered 
lessons work with learners of 

all ages. I have used similar 

techniques with summer work 

shops for public school teach 

ers, in museum lectures, with 

my daughter's fifth-grade class, 
and in graduate and under 

graduate classes at the college 
and university levels. 

Recently, a museum cura 

tor and I introduced an un 

dergraduate seminar at 

Harvard called "Confronting 

Objects/Interpreting Cul 

ture." It is a pretty sophisti 

cated course with lots of reading in material culture method 

and the philosophy of art, but our central approach can be 

adapted anywhere. We insist that students take as much 
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time as possible to really look at an object carefully and 

deliberately before anyone is allowed to impose an interpre 
tation. Watching our students puzzle over an unfamiliar 

shape or form, we restrain our own comments. Students soon 

learn how to move from the known to the unknown as they 

puzzle over revealing scars 

and cracks or try to imagine 
how something may have 

been made or used. Last year, 

toward the end of the semes 

ter, one of our students con 

fessed that he had used the 
same technique in a high 
school history class he was 

student teaching. He told us 

that when he organized a class 

around an artifact, he was 

able to engage students who 

had been silent most of the 
semester. 

Among my favorite teaching artifacts are a three-legged iron 

skillet, a faded and worn baby quilt from the 1930s, a brass cow 

bell, a pile of women's hats from the 1950s, a T-shirt from the 

Mashantucket Pequot Museum, a doily made by my Aunt Fleda, 
and a reproduction Chinese Chippendale teapot. My own collec 

tion is heavy on textiles and on domestic artifacts, but the same 

approach can be adapted to almost anything a teacher might 
find?World War II memorabilia, political buttons, even a manual 

typewriter. The keys are to find objects that are multivalent and 

that show change over time. Fortunately, that is not difficult. 

Virtually everything made by human hands carries more than one 

story and anything that has survived for even a few years is likely 
to show evidence of change. 

At left: The Able Doctor or America Swallowing the Bitter Drought." In 
this political cartoon, men force a defenseless woman to drink, which 

symbolizes the British government forcing American colonists to accept 
the tea tax. (Paul Revere, June 1774. Image courtesy of the American 

Antiquarian Society.) 

- - 
y 

Tea leaves in glass bottle, gathered up on the shore of Dorchester 
Neck the morning of 17 December 1773, serve as a souvenir of the 

Boston Tea Party. (Courtesy of the Massachusetts Historical Society, 

y image no. 106.) J 
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My best example is the lecture I give on the Boston Tea Party. 
I begin with an actual teapot?a reproduction Chinese Chippen 
dale tea pot that was a prop in the film A Midwife's Tale (1997). 

I can spend an entire hour, with the students' participation, 

exploring themes and issues related to that teapot. We talk about 

trade, consumption, growing class differences in colonial Bos 

ton, tea drinking rituals, Chinese porcelain, the East Indian 

company, taxes, urban riots, and finally the memory of the 

Boston tea party. As Al Young explained in The Shoemaker and 

the Tea Party (1999), it was not until the 1830s that Bostonians 

began to refer to that highly de 

structive action on Boston's 

wharves as a "tea party." 

One could do a similar lecture 

using a nineteenth-century patch 

work quilt (almost any quilt) to 

discuss the expansion of cotton cul 

tivation, the impact of slavery, the 

emergence of fabric printing tech 

nology, industrial labor relations, 
the cult of domesticity, and once 

again the uses of historical memory. 

Physical objects not only enliven 

interest, but they also help students 
connect broad historical changes to 

ordinary people. Focusing on arti 

facts also makes students more aware 

of the world in which they live, 

opening their eyes to the many ways 
that historical forces shape their 
own seemingly mundane lives. A 

Nike? sneaker, for example, tells 

stories about the history of sports, 
modern mass consumption, adver 

tising, globalization, and changing 
notions of gender and health. 

Other objects demonstrate the ways in which meanings can be 

transformed through the unfolding of later events. A T-shirt sold 
at the Mashantucket Pequot museum, for example, has an imprint 
ofthe famous 1630s engraving ofthe English assault on the Pequot 
fort at Mystic. Reproductions of the engraving often appear in 

textbooks to show the almost genocidal fury of the Puritan 

conquest. In a Harvard University core course on "Inventing New 

England," I use it to provide discussion ofthe many ways contem 

porary Indian groups are rewriting New England's history. 
With teenagers, nothing is quite so effective in demonstrating 

change over time as an outmoded fashion, especially when con 

nected with images from once-trendy magazines or now faded 

yearbooks. But with inquisitive students, a seemingly humdrum 

object from another century can also be effective. I once kept a 

group engaged for more than an hour looking at an old bed sheet. 

To be sure, it was a pretty interesting bed sheet, at least to me, 

though it did not reveal its secrets easily. At first glance it did not 

look like much at all. In fact, it probably came from someone's rag 

bag. On closer examination, however, the fabric seemed cooler to 

the touch than the cotton sheets most of us know. The fabric was 

heavier, too, and there were tiny overcast stitches down the center 

that showed it had been constructed from two narrower pieces of 

fabric. Hand-stitched hems on either end confirmed its origins in a 

pre-industrial economy of homespun. This was a linen sheet, the 

fabric surely handwoven, perhaps in New Hampshire where I found 

it. But that was not the end to its history. Bisecting the handstitched 
seam was another, much bulkier than the first and clearly stitched 

by machine. After awhile, students figured out that at some point 
in its long life, someone had cut out the worn center of a homespun 
sheet and stitched it back together, using a sewing machine?a 

device not widely marketed until the 1850s. This sheet had been 

used for at least two generations, perhaps more. 

WHien used as primary sources, artifacts can transform rather 

than merely illustrate our under 

standing of broad historical processes 
like "industrialization" or the "rise of 

gentility." For me, the discovery of 

New England "rose blankets" had 

such an effect. While I was studying 
them for a chapter in The Age of 

Homespun (2001), I began using a 

very humble example of such a blan 

ket (picked up for very little money 
at a Maine antique store) in teach 

ing. This object is effective in a small 

class because it is both very simple 
and at the same time intriguing. It is 

clearly homespun but it has a curi 
ous design embroidered in the cor 

ner. I get students talking about it, 

puzzling over it, developing hypoth 
eses about its origins or maker, then 

I very gradually begin introducing 
other materials?probate invento 

ries, stories about agricultural fairs, 

pictures of early maps, and so on, 

until they begin to see the connec 

tions between the object and larger 
themes in transatlantic and early American culture. My New 

England rose blanket reveals in its very fabric the connection 

between local production, or homespun, and international mar 

kets (English rose blankets were highly commercial products 
marketed everywhere in the world), and between agriculture, 
environmental change, republicanism, and domesticity. (See 
"Amanda Winter's Blanket" at the Author's Desktop, <http:// 

www.randomhouse.com/knopf/authors/ulrich/desktopnew.html> 
for more on this and other artifacts.) 

Object-centered lessons are most effective when students can 

do their own looking. It is not enough to just show things from the 

front of the room. But even in circumstances where the curricu 

lum allows little leisure for inclass exploration, object-centered 

explorations are possible. In large lecture courses, I have often 

assigned object-centered as well as document-centered final 

projects. If I have modeled many modes of investigation in the 

classroom and provided clear instructions, students can often 

follow through on their own. 

I discovered this quite by accident one year as I was teaching 
a large lecture course on women's history. Looking for a way to 

unify a set of readings that I thought might fly apart, I used my 
Aunt Fleda's hand-crocheted doily to hold together a lecture on 

^ Mfcv ;??&&&^*JE9^^M 

The author brings her Aunt Fleda's hand-crocheted doily to class 

to discuss the varieties of feminism. (Image courtesy of Laurel 

Thatcher Ulrich) 
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varieties of twentieth-century feminism. Working snippets of 

my Aunt Fleda's biography into the discussion, I showed stu 

dents how a seemingly simple object might provoke radically 
different interpretations. Was Aunt Fleda a victim of "the 

feminine mystique" or a participant in a complex "female cul 

ture"? I used the raised roses in its design to provoke questions 
about the persistence of sexual symbolism over time. The cotton 

thread took the class on a journey from field to factory to parlor, 

raising issues of race and class. As a finale, I pulled out a second 

doily, brand-new and almost identical, which I had purchased 
for $1.25 at a gift shop in Connecticut. The label?"Made in 

China"?carried us beyond the United States to readings on 

globalization and international feminism. 

To my delight, many students were able to find objects in their 

own family histories that helped them pull together material for 

their final project in a similar way. In retrospect, of course, there 

is nothing magical about the use of artifacts. They are just another 

kind of historical evidence. Teachers who enjoy using primary 
documents should not be afraid to expand their repertoire into the 

material world. 

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich is Professor of Early American History at 

Harvard University and the Pulitzer Prize winning author of A 

Midwife's Tale: The Life of Martha Ballard Based on her Diary (1991) 

and, more recendy, The Age of Homespun: Objects and Stories in the 

Creation of An American Myth (2001). 
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America (Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources, 1998). 

7. Gage, "The Dangers ofthe Hour," Woman's National Liberal Union Conven 

tion, 1890, reprinted in Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, ed., Man Cannot Speak For 

Her, Key Texts of the Early Feminists (New York: Praeger, 1989), 340-70. 

8. The Women's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) had opposed woman 

suffrage until the early 1880s when its new leader, Frances Willard, 

convinced the membership of the vote's usefulness in advancing their 

cause. The group is well known for its temperance mission but it also 

supported writing its particular brand of Christianity into the United States 

Constitution. At the sixteenth WCTU Convention, the following resolu 

tion, that seems to contradict itself, was passed: "While discountenancing 
all union of church and state, we do affirm our belief that God in Christ is 

the King of nations and as such should be acknowledged in our government 
and His word made the basis of our laws." The WCTU also shared members 

with other associations seeking similar ends, such as the National Reform 

Association. This group ratified the following as the preamble to their 

constitution: 

Believing that Almighty God is the source of all power and authority in civil 

government; 
That the Lord Jesus Christ is the Ruler of nations; and that the revealed will of God 

is of Supreme authority in civil affairs ... and perceiving the silence ofthe United 
States Constitution. 

In this respect is used as an argument against all that is Christian in the usage and 

administration of our government ... we pledge ourselves to God and to one 

another to labor for the and herein set forth. 

9. Gage, "The Dangers of the Hour," 32 

10. Ibid., 112,117. 
11. Ibid., 97. 

12. Heinrich Kramer and Jakob Spenger, Malleus Maleficarum, trans. Rev. 

Montague Summers (New York: Dover, 1971) 41-47. 

13. Gage, "The Dangers ofthe Hour," 105-107,128. 

14. Ibid., 157. 

15. Ibid., 244. 

16. Ibid., 161 (emphasis mine), 159. 

17. Matilda Joslyn Gage to her son Thomas Clarkson Gage, August 3, 1894 

18. Ellen Carol DuBois, review of Kathi Kern's Mrs. Stanton's Bible, in The 

American Historical Review, Vol. 107 (February 2002): 216-17. 

19. Nicholas Wapshott, "Justice at last for witches of Salem," Times Newspapers, 
Ltd. 3 November, 2001 and Nancy C. Rodriguez, "Legislature exonerates 

last Salem 'witches,' 
" 

Eagle-Tribune, 1 November 2001. 

Mary E. Corey is an assistant professor of history and social studies 

education at the State University of New York at Brockport, She is the 

a uthor of Matilda Joslyn Gage, Woman Suffrage Historian (1996), a 

reviewer for H-Net/Women on topics in nineteenth-century women's 

activism and the woman's suffrage movement, and a contributor to 

The Encyclopedia of Social Movements. 
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and encouraging comments that marked the sides of my papers." 

Of course I knew that comments were important before reading 
Kendra's letter. I have read studies that tracked student growth 
from paper to paper according to the kind and amount of written 

teacher response that was given. It is almost intuitively obvious 

that the more we give to students of ourselves, the more they will 

learn. And yet, I still like to read that my students appreciate my 
efforts in this regard. Teachers are human. We need to hear what 
we are doing right, just like our students do. When we design and 
use instruments for feedback like the compliment sandwich letter, 
we experience firsthand the benefits of written encouragement. 

Beth wrote that she was unsure she had "all that teaching takes." 

How many experienced teachers harbor that same fear? Ask your 
students from time to time for substantive feedback. It is risky. 

They will not expect it, but by encouraging your students to give 

you this gift, you allow them to create a legacy of response for those 

that will follow. Invite your students to help you grow, and you will 

not regret issuing the invitation. 

Merrill Watrous teaches the Foundations of Education and super 

vises preservice practicums at Lane Community College in Eugene, 

Oregon. As an adjunct professor at Pacific University Graduate 

School of Education, she teaches classes on writing, reading, and 

writing through children's literature. She published a book on the 

teaching of writing and has written widely for a number of teaching 

journals and magazines. 

r Upcoming OAH Annual Meetings ?, 

2004 Boston, Massachusetts, 25-28 March 

Marriott Copley Place 

2004 OAH Regional Meeting: 8-1 I July, Atlanta 

Georgia State University 
2005 San Francisco, 31 March-3 April 

San Francisco Hilton 

2006 Washington, D.C, 19-22 April 
Hilton Washington 

2007 Minneapolis, Minnesota, 29 March-1 April 
Hilton Minneapolis and Minneapolis 
Convention Center 

2008 New York City, 28-31 March 
Hilton New York 
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