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INTRODUCTION

Archaeology has long been an underutilised resource in primary and secondary
education in Aotearoa New Zealand, despite the benefit of engaging students with
archaeological practice at this level.! Most classes and teachers who incorporate
archaeology into their lessons, particularly in primary education, do so at the
impetus of the individual teachers or students. Similarly, the wider archaeological
community has been slow to contribute to educational resources and collaborate
with providers in a meaningful and systematic way, in large part due to their own
resource and time limitations. Collaboration with schools has generally been limited
to individual projects, rather than systemic or structural incorporation of
archaeology into education.” However, the materiality of archaeology and the wide
variety of skills encompassed by archaeological practice provide a set of useful tools
for teaching not just history, but other aspects of the educational curriculum.
Archaeological materials and perspectives work well with established educational
frameworks based on creative practice and arts integration, offering a tangible
interaction with the past alongside a connection to place, materiality and creative
thinking. This article presents a case study in educational outreach from Ohinehou
Lyttelton that used archaeological materials and arts integration to engage primary
school students with their local history, material perspectives on the past and the
presentation of historical narratives to their community.

The large quantity of archaeological material recovered from Otautahi
Christchurch and Ohinehou Lyttelton since the 2011 earthquake, coupled with the
highly visible public outreach of archaeology in the city, provides a clear
opportunity to work with local educators and increase archaeological engagement
at a regional, if not national level.” While such a widespread programme will take
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years to develop, a recent pilot project was undertaken by Te Kura Tuatahi o
Ohinehou Lyttelton Primary School and the Christchurch Archaeology Project, a
charitable trust formed to work with the large archaeological collection of Otautahi
Christchurch. Working with a group of students aged eight to twelve, this project
focused on the intersection of archaeology, local placemaking and creative practice.
The aim was to connect local children with their own archaeological heritage
through place-based archaeological storytelling and a community-focused
exhibition output. Through the course of this project students learned how to
curate their local history, engage with material culture and creatively communicate
history with their own community.

ARCHAEOLOGY AND CREATIVE PRACTICE IN SCHOOLS

While archaeological evidence has been incorporated into history curricula over the
years in some parts of the world, in Aotearoa New Zealand this has been fairly
unsystematic and has not always engaged with recent archaeological practice,
particularly the utility of the archaeological perspective as a tangible way to interact
with the past.' As a discipline and a practice, archaeology has great potential to
work well with other aspects of this country’s education curriculum, especially
through creative practice.” One of the greatest strengths of the discipline is its
materiality. Harnessing the tangible nature of archaeological finds in the classroom
allows for a physical interaction with the past that is rare at the level of primary
education. Such materiality also provides scope to teach students observational
skills and critical thinking in their current relationships with the material world,
from understanding how material goods are manufactured to their use, social
meanings, discard values and environmental impact.’

Further, archaeology has always incorporated aspects of story-telling and creative
thinking in the way the discipline interprets the past and communicates that history
to the general public. Exploring those aspects of archaeology allows students to
engage with the past in ways that extend beyond the ‘handmaiden of history’
approach and instead encourage a fun, creative and meaningful interaction with
their heritage.” Using archaeological materials in this way fits within existing
educational models, particularly project-based learning and arts integration.
Project-based learning, especially student-led learning, is a method that ‘engages
learners and involves them in decision-making, collaboration and critique’.® The
arts integration framework includes situations ‘where learning in one non-arts
subject area is made richer or more stimulating for students by using arts processes,
concepts or sensory products’’ Sites, assemblages and individual artefacts lend
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themselves well to project-based learning, packaging the past into relatable, small-
scale facets that can then be connected to wider lesson themes. The addition of
creative practice and the curation aspects of a ‘children’s museum’ style programme
allow students to learn through doing and to exert some control over the content
and interpretation they produce."

Internationally, there are numerous examples of the intersection of primary or
secondary education with archaeology. Most of these take the form of: excavation
project-based outreach programmes that work with schools in the field and/or in
the classroom; collaborations with museums or other heritage institutions to run
field trips and classroom-based archaeological learning; ‘canned classes’ or the
creation of accessible lesson plans and resources on archaeology; and more
systematic integration of archaeological practices and evidence with school
curricula.' Locally, however, very little work has been done in this space. There are
some existing resources for teachers that utilise archaeological material, such as the
LEARNZ virtual fieldtrip to Otimoetai Pa, resources provided through the
national legislative regulator and David Veart’s 2011 book on archaeology ‘for the
young and curious’.'” Most recently, a Marsden-funded project on the health and
diet of settlers on the colonial goldfields incorporated a 10-week educational
archaeology programme in collaboration with Pakiki Kids in Otepoti Dunedin."

Although some examples of object-based projects do exist, the centring of field
visits — ot an excavation/survey component — within education-related outreach is
fairly universal. This is understandable, given the appeal of archaeological site visits
and real or mock excavations to both archaeologists and non-archaeologists alike.
Such sites are fundamental aspects of archaeological practice and have benefits in
educational outreach in terms of environmental contexts, observational and
recording skills, spatial learning, interactions with community through landscape
and the inherent appeal of outdoor learning. However, the inclusion of a field
component is dependent on factors like the availability of a suitable site with visible
archaeology, the accessibility of a site to children and logistical concerns such as
distance, transport, time and supervision. These difficulties can be heightened in
an urban context: health and safety is a significant issue and the impact of a site
visit may be lessened when those sites have been excavated through cultural
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resource management practices and retain little to no archaeological materials or
interpretation.

There is an increasing movement to utilise existing archaeological collections for
research and outreach. Coupling this movement with the large scale of the
archaeological material from Otautahi Christchurch, the case study presented in
this article argues for an educational outreach model that primarily uses material
culture as a gateway to the past, while stil remaining place-based in its
contextualisation and relationship to the students involved."

LYTTELTON ‘CHILDREN’S MUSEUM’

Ohinehou Lyttelton is the port town of Otautahi Christchurch, in Te Wai Pounamu
the South Island of Aotearoa New Zealand. In 2011, it suffered significant damage
during a 6.3 magnitude earthquake that necessitated the demolition and rebuild of
numerous buildings and pieces of infrastructure above and below ground.
Consequently, numerous archaeological sites related to both Maori and British
colonial use of the area were excavated across the town and port. Several of the
colonial era sites, dating between 1849 and 1920, contained large assemblages of
artefacts with good storytelling and public-facing potential that were accessible to
the authors within the Christchurch Archaeology Project collection. Many of these
were found within a short walking distance of what is now Te Kura Tuatahi o
Ohinehou Lyttelton Primary School.

In conjunction with Te Kura Tuatahi o Ohinehou, a project was planned for the
end of 2025 to work with selected students from the school, aged 8-12, to curate a
‘children’s museum’ — in the sense of curation by children, rather than a museum
for children — of archaeological artefacts and stories from Ohinehou Lyttelton.
This museum would take the form of an exhibition launched at the school and
subsequently displayed at the local library, alongside a digital exhibition, to share
the work with the wider Lyttelton community. The project involved six 90-minute
lessons over five weeks, taught by a local archaeologist (Garland) and an art
educator (Nicoll) in conjunction with the teaching staff of Te Kura Tuatahi o
Ohinehou. One of the lessons was dedicated to a visit from a Ngati Wheke
kaumatua, who discussed both his experience with archaeology and the long history
of tangata whenua in and around Ohinehou. While the exhibition was the final
outcome, the programme designed for the students had a strong focus on learning
to look at the world, and the past, through objects and finding creative ways to
communicate those stories to others.

From the school’s perspective, the project was a way to introduce the students to
the colonial history of their town, having only studied — at the point of the project
commencing — the eatlier pre-colonial use and settlement of the land."” Beyond the
indirect contribution archaeology had made to constructing historical knowledge,
none of the history they had learned had involved engaging directly with
archaeological materials or resources. The project provided a rare opportunity for
students to interact with archaeology and the physical past of a familiar place,
including handling the artefacts themselves. Emphasis was placed on enabling
students to ‘foster a sense of ownership and pride in their local heritage’ through

!4 Eichner, Campbell, and Warnet, ‘Archaeological Collections and the Public — It Isn’t All about Us’.
15 Conversation with Dinah Wallis, Te Kura Tuatahi o Ohinehou Lyttelton Primary School, 10 October 2025.
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this process.' The project also contributed to the school’s own goals for

community engagement and educational enrichment through collaboration with
the wider community, by involving local archaeologists, local iwi, the local library
and connections to local places.

From an archaeological perspective, the project was designed to make use of the
post-earthquake collection and to build on earlier children’s events that also
incorporated creative practices. The Christchurch Archaeology Project charitable
trust was formed specifically to conserve and share the archaeological collections
recovered from Otautahi Christchurch and its environs, including Ohinehou
Lyttelton, with the communities to whom that collection relates.'” This work has
included numerous events and projects that fall under the broad umbrella of “public
archaeology’, from projects intended to increase awareness of archaeology as a
whole to those aimed at providing access to the community in a way that allows
them to claim or reclaim their heritage, particularly in light of the ever changing
urban landscape of the post-quake city. Notably, this has included events that
encourage engagement with the archaeology of Otautahi Christchurch and its
surrounding settlements outside of the usual history-based narratives and history
conscious communities: for example, collaboration with a creative writing school
and the organisation of zine-making workshops that encouraged -creative
storytelling, both of which were successful with children.'®

Engaging younger people is an important aspect of public archaeology, particularly
public archaeology that aims to encourage local communities to understand and,
significantly, value their archaeological record. In Australia, Stephen Nichols and
others have stated that, ‘the education system is a key social site at which public
constructions of archaeology and the archaeological past are produced and
reproduced.”” While not necessarily a primary aim of this project, an underlying
benefit was the introduction of young people to the value of their local
archaeological record, both in terms of the archaeology of Aotearoa New Zealand
and that of their own town. Specifically, we sought to challenge the frequently-
encountered notion that New Zealand has little to no archaeology worth
investigating and that the archaeology of the recent past and familiar places has less
value than the older, more international aspects of the discipline. More than this,
however, the project aimed to engage the students with the history of their own
town, drawing attention to the heritage beneath their feet and encouraging them to
think of Ohinehou Lyttelton in the context of how it had changed over time. We
also hoped to encourage the students to take some ownership of this history — to
curate and convey the stories they thought were interesting and to encourage an
interaction with the past that was creative and speculative, while still based in the
tangible reality of archaeological materials.

Three archaeological sites in the area were chosen for the project, encompassing
domestic and commercial historical occupation, with large and small artefact

16 Jenny Felton to Christchurch Archaeology Project, ‘Expression of Support’, 10 March 2025.

17 Katharine Watson, Jessie Garland and Hayden Cawte, ‘About Christchurch Archaeology Project’, Christchurch
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assemblages.”’ When choosing sites a significant weight was placed on finding

excavations with large and/or interesting artefact finds that had good stories to tell,
technologically and interpretively, and were likely to be of interest to an 8-12-year-
old child. Judging this last aspect was aided by previous events in which children
of this age had interacted with archaeological assemblages, noting that the aspects
of an object or a site that are of interest to an adult are unsurprisingly not always
the same as those that appeal to a child. It was also important to choose sites that
were close to the school. This allowed discussion of where and when things were
found and how they were excavated to be placed into the context of the landscape
the students walked through on a regular basis. Being able to contextualise
archaeological sites within the students’ lived experience of place helped to make
the sites and the artefacts more real to them.

Students were then presented with a pre-curated assemblage of artefacts from
which to choose an object for further study and exhibition. While it would have
potentially been more interesting and more autonomous to provide the students
with access to a// the artefacts from the four sites, logistical and health and safety
issues with the transportation and presentation of what would have been more than
20 boxes of artefacts prevented this approach. Instead, a wide array of different
objects were selected and presented to the class along with general lessons on how
to look at and interrogate artefacts to discover their stories. Students, split into
groups determined by the teacher, were then encouraged to select their favourite
object to study further and use as the primary subject for their part of the
exhibition. The items chosen (nine in total) ranged from Codd bottles, ginger beer
and torpedo bottles to a plate, perfume bottle, wooden smoking pipe and children’s
shoes. Each group’s choice was driven by a wide variety of factors, including: the
small size of the artefact (the children’s shoes); local connections (locally marked
ginger beer and Codd bottles, a medicine bottle, a plate); exotic connections (the
French origins of the perfume bottle); the technology (the torpedo bottle); historic
mistakes (misspelled marks on the ginger beer bottles); and illicit behaviours (the
smoking pipe). While the students were given context for these finds, such as the
site locations, type of occupation and archaeological deposition context, the limited
time available led to a greater focus on the material culture aspects of the
archaeological record than specific site-based (taphonomy, discard behaviours) or
person-based histories (individual stories of site occupants).

The children were encouraged to focus on four primary aspects of material culture
analysis: where the items came from, how they were made, what they were used for
and why they were discarded. Resources were made available to them for further
research, much of which was drawn together by the archaeologist once the students
had chosen their items of interest. From this, the previous introduction to how an
archaeologist looks at an object, and their own approaches to the artefacts, the
groups were encouraged to think creatively about answering those questions and
consider which aspects of those stories resonated the most with them and with
their potential exhibition audience.

20 Sites and artefacts chosen for the school outreach were: Lyttelton Fire Station (mixed domestic and commercial,
1851-1920, assemblage MN: 1312), J. F. Wyatt Codd bottle, Curtis Curtis and Co. ginger beer bottles, Baxter’s Lung
Preserver, torpedo bottle, Roger and Gallet perfume bottle; Albion Hotel (commercial, 1858—, assemblage MN:
267), Minson and Co. plate; 6 Winchester Street (domestic, 1870—, assemblage MN: 1459), children’s shoe, boot,
wooden smoking pipe. Note: MN = minimum number of artefacts at the site.
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Every lesson incorporated some aspect of creative practice, initially to encourage
students to maintain focus and interact with the subject matter. This then grew to
encompass exhibition storytelling through the medium of making. Materials were
largely provided by the Christchurch Archaeology Project and catered to the
limited time and space available. The types and forms provided drew extensively
on Nicoll’s previous experience in teaching through creative practice, leading to the
use of zine-making, book-making, ‘chatterboxes’, collage, illustration and 3-
dimensional dioramas. Other methods of creative practice came from the students
and teacher, such as the creation of a moving cardboard film reel showing the story
of the smoking pipe from use to eventual excavation. Notably, despite access to
iPads and digital media, students chose to work with tangible materials rather than
virtual recreations, audio or video-based storytelling.

Students learning to observe objects through drawing. Image credit: Christchurch Archaeology
Project.

Alongside the limitations of available materials, there was a clear influence in
creative approach from the teaching emphases, particularly the initial way the
students were asked to analyse their artefacts through close observation,
description, and speculation on the ‘life’ of each object.”! Focus on the materiality
of the artefacts carried through to the recreation of objects in different mediums.
One group reconstructed their child’s shoe with cardboard, driven in part by
watching videos on historic forms of shoemaking. Another group chose to recreate
the original packaging of a local patent medicine bottle, while a third made tiny
ginger beer bottles from cardboard and displayed them on the shelves of their
imagined ginger beer bottle stand.

2L Arjun Appadurai, The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, Cambridge University Press, 1986;
Laurie A. Wilkie, ‘Interpretive Historical Archaeologies’, in David Gaimster and Teresita Majewski (eds), International
Handbook of Historical Archaeology, Springer Science, 2009, pp. 333—45.
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Similarly, the teaching emphasis on the context of artefact use and discard led to
illustrated stories of object lives and dioramas depicting moments in each object
journey, from the reasons for purchase and use to why something may have been
discarded or lost. A Roger and Gallet perfume bottle was recontextualised within
the story of a man buying a gift for his wife on a business trip. Local ginger beer
bottles with misspelled ‘Lyttleton’ marks inspired a story highlighting the
disappointment of receiving a flawed product. The broken torpedo bottle was
imagined to be the fault of a dog. The moments that resonated the most with the
students were not necessarily those anticipated by the teaching staff. The group
working with a Codd bottle chose not to focus on the soda water, the technology
of the bottle, the marble or the actual soda water factory in Ohinehou Lyttelton,
but were fascinated by an event earlier in the life of the soda water manufacturer
when his confectionery factory, located in another town, had been destroyed by
fire, leading to his career change. They reconstructed that event, creating a
cardboard factory on fire for display and using an unexpected combination of
melted crayon and hot glue to do so. Another group’s choice of a broken,
unmarked torpedo bottle led to the construction of a cardboard soda water factory,
complete with horse and cart, sparked by a fascination in how the bottles were
distributed around the nineteenth-century town. A plate bearing the mark of a local
china shop, a photograph of which was available to the students, drew the students
to illustrate the story of its deposition and the archaeological context in which it
was found rather than anything to do with shopping or food. Notably, this was the
only exhibition story that focused exclusively on archaeological context.

These interpretations and constructions were subsequently presented to parents at
the school through a dedicated launch of the exhibition, for which many of the
students provided a guided narration of their experiences and exhibits, before they
were installed at the local library for the wider community to experience. A digital
exhibition was also created to showcase their work in the longer term.”

e gy
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An illustration of the imagined story behind the breakage and subsequent deposition of a broken
torpedo bottle. Image credit: Christchurch Archaeology Project.

22 Tyttelton Stoties, ‘Lyttelton Stoties’, https:/ /www.lytteltonstoties.org, accessed 10 June 2026.
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The recreation in cardboard, hot glue and melted crayon of the confectionery factory fire that
eventually led J.F. Wyatt to move to Ohinehou Lyttelton. Image credit: Christchurch Archaeology
Project.

CREATING PLACE-BASED CONTEXTS AND RELATIONSHIPS

The most obvious success of the project lay in the intersection of the arts
integration teaching framework, project-based learning and the inherent materiality
of the archaeological perspective. Students were highly engaged with the creative
aspects of the project, evident both from observation during classes and from
student feedback. The tangible aspects of archaeology connect well with the arts-
integration approach: both naturally lend themselves to storytelling and creative
expression through observation, imagining and multi-varied perspectives on past
events. The ability to tell these stories in a multi-modal way (writing, images,
crafting) was an engaging way for students to both respond to the objects and to
share their stories with others through exhibition. Students appeared to feel a kind
of ownership over their curation of these stories through the exhibits they created,
resulting in a more meaningful experience of archaeology and object-based
storytelling than would have been experienced without this hands-on component.
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The freedom they experienced in their creative storytelling also contributed to a
sense of pride in the heritage they were communicating, which was one of the initial
goals of the project. It is, however, worth noting that Te Kura Tuatahi o Ohinehou
is a school with a particular focus on creative practice and if we are considering the
reproducibility of this project as a pilot study for a wider integration with regional
education, it is possible that challenges may be encountered in schools without this
focus.

Educationally, an arts integration and project-based approach where artefacts and
local history were explored and interpreted through visual art allowed students to
tap into and practice ‘quality artistic thinking’ including the ability to look closely,
envision, problem-solve, collaborate and reflect.”” Perhaps not so coincidentally,
these skills are also highly compatible with archaeological practice. While the
creative aspects of the programme fostered a connection to the content, they also
encouraged students to practice these important ‘modes of thinking’ that develop
skills such as critical thinking, creativity and innovation, collaboration and
communication. These closely align with the New Zealand education curriculum’s
five main key competencies: thinking, using language symbols and text, managing
self, relating to others, participating and contributing.** By working with the
students to observe, analyse and apply logic to the causes and effects of
archaeological processes, as well as to interpret these stories and represent their
object histories through text, drawing and crafting, the first two competencies were
easily covered. Similarly, the group-work nature of the project and the attention to
the experience of people in the past contributed to both ‘managing self’ and
‘relating to others’, while ‘participating and contributing’ can be seen threading
through the whole project, particularly the presentation of the exhibition to the
local community.

Student choice and decision making was evident throughout the project — although
there were clear influences from both the archaeological and creative approaches
of staff, students still chose creative and interpretive directions that were
unanticipated. We did note the difficulty of maintaining a balance between guiding
the storytelling through the provision of evidence and the suggestion of narrative
threads for the objects and leading students to a pre-determined perspective. Some
students remained fixated on the initial fact they learned about their object and
took some encouragement from the teacher to move beyond this, while others
struggled to move beyond their initial reason for selecting the object, which did not
necessarily translate well to the creative and interpretive aspects of the exhibition.
The illicit nature of the smoking pipe as an artefact of transgressive behaviour,
especially to children of this age, was interesting and appealing to the group, but
did not necessarily form a good foundation for interpretation that would be seen
by the community (and parents): some teacher guidance was required here.

Future iterations of this project would benefit from more time, better integration
of a wider range of creative forms and a more in-depth engagement with the
archaeological context beyond the emphasis on material culture: widening the pool

2 Jillian Hogan, Diane Jaquith and Lauren Gould, ‘Shifting Perceptions of Quality in Art Education’, A Education,
vol. 73, no. 4, 2020, pp. 8-13.

24 Ministry of Education, ‘Key competencies — New Zealand Curriculum’, Taharangi — New Zealand Curriculum,
https:/ /newzealandcurticulum.tahurangi.education.govt.nz/key-competencies-new-zealand-
curticulum/5637165664.p, accessed 10 June 2026.
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of available information and methods would allow the students greater autonomy
in their interpretation and curation of archaeological materials. While the project
did foster a sense of ownership and pride in the heritage the students learned to
communicate, we do note that the original place-making aims of the project, while
addressed to a degree through the contextualization of the artefacts within the
Ohinehou Lyttelton area, could have been more explicitly integrated into the
programme. The local nature of the project was integral to its success and part of
its appeal to the students, but there was potential to engage with the changing
nature of their local landscape through an archaeological perspective that was
neglected. While the visit from Ngati Wheke provided the students with context
for an iwi perspective on the changing use and occupation of the land from first
settlement through into the colonial era, the specifics of how archaeology
contributes to understanding spatial and environmental changes over time,
particularly in the colonial era, were only very lightly touched on outside this.
Student feedback did indicate an increased appreciation of the way the town had
changed over time, specific to the behaviours and contexts of the artefacts the
children worked with, but there was potential here to further situate the history
they learned within the physical landscape of the town. There is a peculiar emphasis
to be considered for Ohinehou Lyttelton and Otautahi Christchurch here in the
impact of the earthquakes themselves on these urban spaces. None of the
participating children were born when the earthquake struck, perhaps rendering
that event part of the same historical past as the archaeological record. Working
with archaeology recovered as a direct result of that earthquake was another way
to connect students to that event, significant in the life history of their town, if not
their own lives.

While there are limitations, the emphasis on material culture, contextualised to
place but not dependent on real-time interactions with specific locations, makes a
programme like this more accessible and more easily implemented by schools for
whom access to visible archaeological sites is limited or difficult to arrange,
particularly in an urban archaeological landscape. This project offers a small-scale
model for collaboration with schools that is easily reproducible in other places for
which there is an extant archaeological record with accessible material culture. The
place-based success of the programme, however, particularly the contextualisation
of the finds and the stories within the lived landscape of the students, suggests that
the programme may not meet with the same success in its current format in schools
where there is not the same quantity of local archaeological material. Context —and
the ability to relate to archaeological finds through place — remains integral.

CONCLUSION

There is clear scope for greater collaboration between the archaeological
community and the education sector in Aotearoa New Zealand. The intersection
of creative practice and archaeology in education outreach offers an engaging
framework for introducing primary-aged students to the recent historical past and
an archaeological perspective on history and the material world. It works well at a
small-scale, particularly when the archaeological record can be contextualised
through place and interacted with through creative practice and provides an
alternative to educational archaeology outreach that centres fieldwork and
excavation components. Future outreach and collaboration with schools in
Otautahi Christchurch and its environs will build on the successes and failures of
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the work undertaken at Te Kura Tuatahi o Ohinchou, as we work towards
integrating archaeology with local education at a regional level.

This work was funded by Christchurch City Council’s Place Partnership Fund and the Lyttelton Port Company.
We would also like to acknowledge our colleagues at the Christchurch Archaeology Project, Dr Katharine Watson
and Dr Hayden Cawte. Katharine in particular was instrumental in securing funding for this work. This project
would not have been possible without the contribution of Ngati Wheke and the wonderful staff at Te Kura Tuatabhi
o Ohinehou 1 yttelton Primary School.
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Meg has a BA in Art History from Smith College and an EdM in Arts in Education from the
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settings, as a freelance educator.
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