
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

SINGLE OBJECT STUDY - HIGH SCHOOL 
Written By: Joy Huntington 

 
Enduring Understanding  
How do objects help us understand the story of Wisconsin? 
 
Essential Questions 

• Why do we save things? 
• What makes the things we save important? 
• What questions can objects help us answer? 
• How do we unlock the meanings of an object? 

 
Wisconsin Standards for Social Studies 

Social Studies Inquiry Practices and Processes 
• Construct meaningful questions that initiate an inquiry. (SS.Inq1) 
• Gather and evaluate sources. (SS.Inq2) 
• Develop claims using evidence to support reasoning. (SS.Inq3) 
• Communicate and critique conclusions. (SS.Inq4) 

 
Behavioral Science 

• Examine the progression of specific forms of technology and their influence within various societies. 
(SS.BS4) 

Economics 
• Analyze how decisions are made and interactions occur among individuals, households, and 

firms/businesses (Microeconomics). (SS.Econ2) 
History 

• Using historical evidence for determining cause and effect. (SS.Hist1) 
• Analyze, recognize, and evaluate patterns of continuity and change over time and contextualization 

of historical events. (SS.Hist2) 
• Connect past events, people, and ideas to the present, use different perspectives to draw 

conclusions, and suggest current implications. (SS.Hist3) 
• Evaluate a variety of primary and secondary sources to interpret the historical context, intended 

audience, purpose, and/or author’s point of view (Historical Methodology). (SS.Hist4) 
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Educational Goal Assessment  
• Identify the parts of an object. 
• Analyze the form and function of the object?  
• Compare and contrast the object to similar objects from the past or present. 
• Evaluate and interpret the importance of the object through object inquiry.  

 
Suggested Performance Task 
Students can show achievement through completion of these outcomes: 

• Class discussion and activities on: 
o Activity #1, Investigation 

§ Have students investigate two interesting objects. One object should be common; the 
other object should be unusual and not easily recognizable. Have them fill out the 
worksheet below and then review with the entire class. (See the attached 
PDF/PowerPoint for options. Slide #1 – Soda can, Slide #2 – Boot Spurs, Slide #3 – Pencil, 
Slide #4 – Native American Courting Flute, Slide #5 – Forks, Slide #6 – Morse-Vail 
Telegraph). 

o Activity #2, Object Analysis 
§ Have each student select an object/picture of an object they find interesting. Have the 

students write an analysis of the object. This activity is based on the work and 
methodology of Material Culture expert Jules Prown.  (Below is a guide on writing an 
object analysis.) 

o Activity #3, Museum Object Labels 
§ Have students use the object from Activity #2 to write a museum label. (Use the guides 

below and attached sources to understand museum labels.) 
§ Have a discussion on what an object label reflects or doesn’t reflect the story of the 

object. Why do we need exhibit labels in a museum? 
o Activity #4, Object Commercial 

§ Divide students into group and have each group select an object from Activity #2. 
(Individual work is an option as well.) Have the students create a commercial that 
highlights the most important aspects and its history. The commercial should be no 
more than one minute and answer the following questions:  

• What is the object,  
• Where is the object from?  
• Who uses the object? 
• Where is it used? 
• What are the top five features of the object to sell the object or have someone 

keep it?  
After students complete their commercial have a viewing party and discuss how 
marketers, advertisers, and museums use these descriptions to create an experience 
around an object. (See slideshow or follow the links below with example commercials.) 

• Nash Car https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n1bIhiQglvo  



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

• Telephone  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S-Bq2NbunpA  
• Vacuum  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uULfg4IBREU  
• Ice Cream  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D3dD9BEkeQU  
• iPad  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LjaKHqDbzSA  
• Cranberries https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NE_cVKc_pn4



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Object Analysis 

Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to find the meaning of an object. Things surround us, but we 
rarely think about them or notice their significance. Now is your chance! You can practice on an object you know 
and use, or you can pick something you have never seen before from a different time period or culture and test 
your meaning mission skills. Use this guide to aid in writing your object analysis of a selected object. An object 
analysis contains four stages, description (what does it look like?), deduction (hypothesis/guess on the use and 
meaning), speculation (why is the object made the way it is), and validation (give us the proof).  

1. Description: Drawing the object helps with this step 
a. List the physical appearance of the object.  
b. Examine the dimensions and materials used to make the object. You can be general with the 

dimensions.  
c. Indicate the color and any designs that are on the object. 

2. Deduction: The more deductions you have the better your analysis. 
a. Describe the relationship between the object and you. How would it feel to use the object or 

interact with it? How would you use the object? Descriptions must be reasonable and 
acceptable (no aliens took part in the creation of this thing!).  

b. Sensory engagement – describe how you move to use the object. Is it hot or cold? Heavy or 
lightweight? Soft or hard? 

c. Intellectual engagement – describe what the object does and how it does it. Are there moveable 
parts? Does it use power? 

d. Emotional response – describe your emotional response to the object. Does it make you feel 
good or bad? Indicate why you had this response.  

3. Speculation: Mission meaning making!   
a. Using all the information you gathered to explain the physical appearance and materials of the 

object. 
i. Why was it made of the material? 
ii. Why is it hard or soft? Heavy or light? Hot or cold? 

4. Validation: Where is the proof? 
a. Conduct research to:  

i. Find images of the object in use. 
ii. Written descriptions or advertisements of the objects. 

b. Compare the objects to objects that have similar structure and appearance. Identify the unique 
differences of your object. 

c. What was is the historic context of the object of when it was made and used? 
  



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Object Analysis? 
Example 

1. Description: Drawing the object helps with this step 
a. List the physical appearance of the object.  

i. The object is a vertical green metal object. Connected to the center of the top of a green 
metal cylinder that is a red vertical wood handle. A horizontal red wood handle is on the 
side of the top of the metal canister. The green metal canister is the shape of a tube. A 
funnel is attached the bottom of the short canister. At the end of the funnel is a 
bendable metal tube that attaches to an oblong shaped metal flat foot. 

b. Examine the dimensions and materials used to make the object. You can be general with the 
dimensions.  

i. The object is about three feet high. The green cylinder is about 2” in diameter and about 
2’ long. The red handle is about 2”long. At the bottom of that canister is a 4” diameter 
cylinder that is about 3” long. 

c. Indicate the color and any designs that are on the object. 
i. The object is green metal. The handles are red wood. The funnel and bendable tube is a 

bronze color. 
ii. There is a company logo that features a bald eagle with a shield and the words “National 

Vacuum Cleaner.”  
iii. The name of the sales company that is located in Chicago and Philadelphia are on the 

object. 
2. Deduction: The more deductions you have the better your analysis. Describe the relationship between 

the object and you. How would it feel to use the object or interact with it? How would you use the 
object? Descriptions must be reasonable and acceptable (no aliens took part in the creation of this 
thing!).  

a. Sensory engagement – describe how you move to use the object. Is it hot or cold? Heavy, or 
lightweight? Soft or hard? 

i. It is lightweight and awkward to use. The object is hard as it is made of metal.  
b. Intellectual engagement – describe what the object does and how it does it. Are there moveable 

parts? Does it use power? 
i. I have to bend down a little to hold the object flat on the floor. While holding the object 

to the floor with my right hand on the horizontal handle and pulling up and down with 
the handle with my left hand on the vertical handle.  

c. Emotional response – describe your emotional response to the object. Does it make you feel 
good or bad? Indicate why you had this response.  

i. This object is frustrating to use as it is inefficient at picking up dust and dirt on the floor. 
You have to go over the same spot multiple times to pick up any dirt. This continual 
pumping is tiring and the work is better suited by an electric vacuum or with a whisk 
broom. 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

3. Speculation: Mission meaning making!   
a. Using all the information you gathered to explain the physical appearance and materials of the 

object. 
i. Why was it made of the material? 

1. The metal made the object durable to heavy use.  
ii. Why is it hard or soft? Heavy or light? Hot or cold? 

1. The hard material of the metal and the wood handles ensured the user that the 
material would withstand excessive use. Its hardness kept the object’s integrity 
in its form after years of use. 

4. Validation: Where is the proof? 
a. Conduct research to  

i. Find images of the object in use. 
ii. Written descriptions or advertisements of the objects. 

1. http://lakewoodobserver.com/read/2012/09/18/our-century-citylakewoods-
antiquessucking-it-all-up-a-1912-era  

b. Compare the objects to objects that have similar structure and appearance. Identify the unique 
differences of your object. 

i. See images below 
5. What was is the historic context of the object of when it was made and used? 

a. The National Vacuum Cleaner is an object that existed at the same time as electric powered 
vacuums. To aid in housework these hand powered machines continued in production to serve 
those who lived in many areas that lacked electricity. Vacuums served to make housework 
easier and faster. The costs of these manual powered machines were affordable for rural 
Wisconsinites. Due to a heightened awareness of sanitation vacuums were preferred over 
brooms. Advertisements highlighted the benefits of vacuums to be more sanitary than brooms. 
With such a focus on these ideas of sanitation people wanted the cleanest living areas as 
possible. This vacuum picked up very little and a user needed to repeatedly go over the same 
spot to clean it of dust and dirt. This manual vacuum required more energy than a broom but 
some people purchased these manual vacuums over brooms. To make housework more 
efficient these machines presented themselves as desirable as they aided women in their quest 
in becoming better housekeepers. Advertisement imagery had women using these machines 
clearly indicating who the target audience was and how these machine changes their work. 
Advertising is a method that companies used to communicate the benefits and features of their 
products by appealing to an ideal vision and world with this object. 

  



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:V
acuum_cleaner_1910.JPG 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Your_VACUUM_CLEANER...Sav
es_Your_Time_and_Energy...Make_Your_Equipment_Last._-_NARA_-
_514671.jpg 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:1910_-
_Shimer_%26_Weaver_-_31_Mar_MC_-_Allentown_PA.jpg 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Museum Exhibit Labels 
 

Directions: Use the guide below and the information from your classmate to write an exhibit label for your 
object. 

 

Definition of a Museum Label: Written words used alone or with illustrations in museum exhibitions to provide 
information for visitors, presented as text on exhibit graphic panels or computer screens. 

 

1. What is the big idea? (Why is this object important?)  

 

2. What do you want the viewer to remember about this object? 

 

3. What does this object represent? Why? 

 

4. What do you think the viewer knows about the object already? 

 

a. What would enhance that knowledge? 

 

b. Where do you think it was made? 

 


