GATEWAY TO ABORIGINAL HERITAGE
Pedagogical Intent
Students learn about the history and cultures of Canada’s aboriginal
peoples, and learn how to write concise, meaningful label text, by selecting
objects from the Canadian Museum of Civilization’s database, writing several
labels in different ways, sharing their labels with their classmates, and making
a presentation in a format of their choice.

Write a Label
Lesson Plan

Grades 9-12
Secondary Cycle 2

Grade: Grades 9-12; Quebec Secondary Cycle 2
Subjects: Social Studies, Geography, History and Citizenship Education, Language Arts,
Arts Education

Themes: Canada’s aboriginal peoples, First Nations, life in aboriginal societies before and after
contact, change and continuity, methods of historical inquiry; communities: local, national, global
Objectives and Competencies: Use information, use information and communication technology, communicate
appropriately; observe, describe, summarize, reason, use critical thinking, use creativity, cooperate with others, listen to
others, use oral communication, conduct research using a variety of information sources and develop research skills
Duration: 120-180 minutes

Web Resources:
• Gateway to Aboriginal Heritage web module
www.civilization.ca/tresors/ethno/index_e.html

Optional Technical Equipment
• One computer with Internet access for each pair of
students, needed for 60-90 minutes; if computers are
available, the artifact information package for each
student is not required
• A projector and computer with Internet access

Student Handouts
One copy per student:
• An Artifact Information Package from the
Selected Artifacts list (Teacher Preparation, Step 3)
• Write A Label: Sample Text

Teacher Preparation:
1. Ensure students have been introduced to the history of aboriginal
peoples in Canada.
2. Visit the Gateway to Aboriginal Heritage web module. Select the Objects
tab, and By Object Type from the side menu. View the available
categories of objects. Select a category. A list of objects is displayed.
Select the link for an object to display its artifact record.
3. Print out two or three copies of each artifact information package from
the Selected Artifacts list below, to provide one package per student.
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Cape
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Selected Artifacts

Berry basket
(VI-N-52 a,b)

Man’s parka
(IV-C-1745)

Moccasins
(V-C-207 a-b)

Hunting bag
(VI-Z-248)

Harpoon head
(IV-D-1835 a)

Snowshoes
(II-D-26 a-b)

Shirt
(V-A-503)

Toy toboggan
(III-L-418 a-f)

Optional: Consult the artifact database and select artifacts related to a subject you are exploring; print out one record per
student, or save the records so that you can project them.
Optional, if computers with Internet access are available: Instead of printing out artifact records for students, allow each
pair of students to select two artifacts from the database.

Procedure
1. Begin with a classroom discussion about museum
exhibition text. Who has been to a museum recently?
What did you see? Do you remember seeing artifacts
with text labels? Explain that “labels” are what we call
the text that accompanies an object or group of objects.
If necessary, explain that museum artifacts are objects
made by humans that belong to a museum collection.
Ask students why labels accompany objects. They tell
visitors about the objects, and specifically they tell
visitors what museums want them to know about
objects.
2. Introduce the two main types of labels and their
purposes.
a) Identification labels (museums sometimes call them
tombstone labels): provide the most basic information
about the artifact, usually the name, age, place of
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manufacture, museum owning it, and artifact number.
These are written in point form.
b) Interpretive labels: tell more about an object than the
identification labels. These are usually written in full
sentences, and often include a heading.
Brainstorm on what an interpretive label could talk
about.
Ideas: why it was important to someone; why the
museum collected it; why someone made it; how they
made it; something special about when or how it was
used or who used it.
Hand out the Sample Text sheet, or project the text onto
the wall. Read out each label sample, and ask students
to identify which is an identification label, and which is
an interpretive label:
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Label 1:
Cape
No date
Nlaka’pamux
British Columbia
Sagebrush bark, buckskin decoration
CMC Artifact II-C-347
Label 2:
Woven from sagebrush bark and decorated with
buckskin, this cape had several functions. Worn as a
rain cloak, it gave its wearer protection from the rain.
Set on the floor, it was a mat for sitting or sleeping on.
The first is the identification label, while the second is
the interpretive label. Discuss with the class which they
find more interesting, and why.
3. Explore what makes an effective interpretive label.
Ask students to look at the following two examples
of text on their Sample Text sheet plus the previous
example (Label 2), or project the text onto the wall:
Label 3:
Older women and poorer people in the community
owned capes like this one. They wove them from
sagebrush bark, a material that is both waterresistant and sturdy, and used them as rain cloaks and
sleeping mats.
Label 4:
This cape was more than just a cape. Worn during
heavy rainfalls, it was a rain cloak. Set on the floor, it
was a mat for sitting or sleeping on. Woven from sturdy
sagebrush bark, it served its owner - day and night - for
many years.
What does each emphasize? Which does the class like
the best? Why?
Brainstorm about what makes for good artifact label
text. Make a list of “Criteria for good label text”.
Some ideas:
• Answers questions about what you see
• Answers other questions that you have about the
artifact
• Is relevant; connects to your life
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Not too much information; one main idea per text
Concise, quick to read
Is easy to read
Uses proper grammar
Uses active verbs rather than passive verbs
Uses people words, friendly words: you, your
Short sentences
Easy-to-understand words
Vivid words: visual, concrete nouns, things you can see
Tells you to look, using words like notice, find, look for
Appropriate tone for the artifact: light, serious, bold,
friendly, fun, witty, authoritative, caring

4. Introduce the artifact database. Move to the
computer lab, if possible. Explain that this database
includes photos and information about thousands
of artifacts made and used by aboriginal peoples
in Canada.
If you have a projector, or students are at computers,
show how the database is organized by category, and
show the highlighted artifacts with supplementary
information that appear in each category. Take a few
minutes to explore themes and artifacts of interest to
the students.
5. Introduce the small group work.
Form groups of two students. Hand out one Artifact
Information Record to each student, ensuring each pair
has two different artifacts.

Optional, if computers are available: Each group
chooses an artifact category from the database. Take 10
minutes to review the artifacts within the category. Ask
each group to select two artifacts of their choice.
Ask each group to brainstorm about their artifacts.
What do you know about the artifacts? Look at the
photograph, and read the information available. Look at
the materials used to make each artifact. Look for wear
marks to give you hints about how an object was used.
What does each artifact tell you about the people who
made it or used it? If possible, encourage students to
use the Gateway to Aboriginal Heritage web module,
and other resources, to conduct additional research.
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6. Assign the text writing challenge to each group.
Each student will now have the chance to write
artifact labels.
Ask each student to select one artifact, and to write
three labels for the artifact:
1) an identification label; the group should decide on
the format for the identification labels, using the Sample
Text, Label 1 as a guideline;
2) an interpretive label that focuses on the object;
3) an interpretive label that focuses on a person, such
as the person who made or used the object
For the interpretive labels, each group should develop
text guidelines based on the criteria for good text
developed by the class. As part of these guidelines,
each group should decide on a maximum word count
(for example, under 35 words, under 50 words),
keeping in mind that short texts are more likely to
be read.

8. Students present their labels to the class.
Groups can choose how to present their text to the
class, such as verbally or with the assistance of
drawings or mock-ups.
Encourage students to ask questions about each label.
Ask students to discuss what the most interesting
artifacts were and why. How did the text help to make
the artifacts interesting? Which were more successful,
the texts that focused on the object or the text that
focused on the person who made or used the object?
Why?
9. Ask students to reflect on the experience.
What did students find challenging about writing
artifact labels? Do they feel that their text conveys the
importance of the artifacts and of the people who made
or used them? Would working as a museum exhibition
text writer interest them?

7. Students share their labels within their group.
Ask students to read their labels to each other. Do
they satisfy the guidelines set out by their group? Ask
students to rewrite the labels until all team members
feel that they meet the criteria for good label text.

Extension Ideas
Thematic Labels: Use artifact labels to present specific
themes. For example, ask students to select artifacts and
write labels to show how different aboriginal groups
fulfilled similar needs, such as clothing, hunting or
travelling.

Hold a Display Fair: Ask students to create displays of
their selected artifacts with the headings and labels in
your classroom. Invite other classes to visit the displays
and ask questions to your students about the artifacts and
the text.

Same Object, Different Voices: Write the labels using
the voice of the museum expert, the person who made the
artifact and the person who inherited the artifact from a
grandparent.

French as a Second Language: Use the French version of
the artifact record. Ask students to write an identification
label for the artifact in French, using the terms on the
artifact record to assist them.

Images and Labels: Ask students to locate a photograph
or image from the archival records and to write a label
for the image. The archival database can be searched by
categories just like the artifact database.

English as a Second Language: Ask students to identify
an object they use at home that is similar to an artifact.
Ask them to describe their household object, and explain
what it is used for, how it is used, what it is made from,
and who uses it. Class members can each write a label
about their choice of object.
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Write A Label: Sample Text
Label 1:
Cape
No date
Nlaka’pamux
British Columbia
Sagebrush bark, buckskin decoration
CMC Artifact II-C-347

Label 2:
Woven from sagebrush bark and decorated with buckskin, this cape had several functions.
Worn as a rain cloak, it gave its wearer protection from the rain. Set on the floor, it was a
mat for sitting or sleeping on.

Label 3:
Older women and poorer people in the community owned capes like this one. They wove
them from sagebrush bark, a material that is both water-resistant and sturdy, and used
them as rain cloaks and sleeping mats.

Label 4:
This cape was more than just a cape. Worn during heavy rainfalls, it was a rain cloak. Set
on the floor, it was a mat for sitting or sleeping on. Woven from sturdy sagebrush bark, it
served its owner - day and night - for many years.
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