
Grades XXXXGrades 6-10
Materials
For teachers
• Display pictures or actual 

examples of organic and 
inorganic objects for initial 
discussion.

LEARNING ACTIVITY:

Archaeological remains include artifacts (portable) and features 
(non-portable) made and used by humans. Archaeologists use 
these objects to understand how ancient people lived. How well 
archaeological remains survive depends on the materials they were 
made of, the ways they were used, the manner in which they were 
discarded, and the environment in which they were deposited. 
Organic remains generally decay in a short time unless preserved 
in special conditions. Inorganic remains survive better, though 
they too can rust, tarnish, or otherwise break down in unstable 
conditions.

Archaeological remains are good examples of interactions between 
humans and Earth systems and also of Earth systems with objects. 
Humans use materials from the biosphere (wood, paper, bone, 
leather, etc.) and geosphere (stone, clay, sand, etc.) to create 
artifacts and features. These objects in turn are affected by air, 
humidity, water, light, heat, and other attributes of Earth systems. 

Procedure
For teachers

Define organic and inorganic and discuss the properties of each:
• Organic (once living) remains include people, plants, animals, 

and anything made of plant or animal matter (food, paper, wood, 
leather, etc.). These remains break down easily and decay unless 
preserved under special conditions, such as hot and dry, airless, 
waterlogged, and very cold environments. Organic remains could 
also survive if sealed in volcanic ash.

• Inorganic (never living) remains include stone, metal, clay 
cement, plastic, and glass. These were never living and will not 
rot or decay as organic remains do. They survive especially well 
in an airtight environment, but they too can break down when 
exposed to the elements.

For students

1.  Look around the classroom and list organic things and inorganic 
things. What might survive for 1,000 years to say something 
about you to archaeologists of the future? Some examples: The 
metal rings and plastic body of a binder may survive, but the 
paper and writing will not. A computer or television may survive, 
but will cease to work. The metal legs of a chair may survive, but 
wooden seats probably will not. Given what will perhaps last and 
what will be lost, what conclusions could future archaeologists 
draw about us? Where might they go off track?

2.  Make a list of the furniture and objects in a room at home. Note 
whether each object is organic, inorganic, or has elements of 
both. Assume 1,000 years have passed, and the room has not 
been specially preserved. List what will be left after all organic 
materials decay. Summarize what you think an archaeologist in 
the future will be able to say about your room, your family, and 
you as an individual.

For teachers
Discuss results with students, including which of their artifacts the 
students wish would survive for future archaeologists.

For additional lesson plans and resources, visit www.archaeological.
org/education. Celebrate International Archaeology Day on October 
18, 2014! Visit us at www.archaeologyday.org.

What Will Survive?

Source: Archaeological Institute of 
America. Adapted with permission.
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SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY

28 29 30

21 22

Did You Know?  
Hawaii Volcanoes National 
Park, Containing World’s  

Most Active Volcano,  
Established 1961 

23

Autumnal Equinox

24

Did You Know?  
Hurricane Rita (Category 5) 

Batters Texas and  
Louisiana, 2005

Rosh Hashanah  
(Sundown)

25 26 27

National  
Public Lands Day

14

Sept. 14-17, 2014:  
Geoscience Event:  
AAPG International 

Conference and Exhibition, 
American Association of 
Petroleum Geologists, 

Istanbul, Turkey

15 16 17

Citizenship Day

Constitution Day

18 19 20

Sept. 20-28, 2014: 
Geoscience Event:  

57th AEG Annual Meeting, 
Association of Environmental 
and Engineering Geologists, 

Scottsdale, Arizona

7 8

Grandparents Day

9

Protect Your  
Groundwater Day

10

Happy Birthday! 
Stephen Jay Gould, 

U.S. Paleontologist and 
Evolutionary Biologist,  

Born 1941 

11

Patriot Day

12 13
Geoscience Event: AIPG 

National Meeting, American 
Institute of Professional 

Geologists, Prescott, Arizona

Did You Know?  
Hurricane Ike (Category 4) 

Strikes Texas, 2008

1

Labor Day

2

Did You Know?  
Unnamed Hurricane  
(Category 5) Batters  
Florida Keys, 1935

3 4 5 6


