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Notes for teachers and parents 
 
This session encourages students to use museum objects as sources for learning about the 
past with a focus on ancient Roman objects. It aims to develop skills in close looking, 
questioning and developing lines of enquiry, as well as providing opportunity for 
imagination and creativity.  
 
It is suitable for KS2 students studying the ancient Romans but is also accessible to students 
with no prior knowledge of the topic. This session may also be appropriate for some lower 
KS3 students.  
 
All items featured are from the Fitzwilliam Museum’s antiquities collection. 
 
This video is about 20 minutes long and you may find it helpful to watch it in sections, rather 
than all at once. The start times for each section are as follows.  
 
Introduction:  0:00 
Activity 1:  2:08 
Activity 2:  8:13 
Activity 3:  14:32 
 

Activity 1 
 
This activity is designed to get pupils looking at objects. As a starter activity, it warms 
students up by asking them to find three pieces of evidence on an object: 
 

• That the scene shows a party 
• That the Romans travelled beyond Italy 
• That the scene shown is not real.  

 
This activity also uses the object to explore the concept of primary and secondary sources.  
 
The video will include a suggestion to press pause in order to take time to look closely at the 
object and gather evidence.   
 
This activity focuses on the Pashley Sarcophagus. To find more about this object, or to look 
at the object in greater detail, see here: https://beta.fitz.ms/objects-and-
artworks/highlights/GR11835.  
 
Suggested follow-up activities: 
 



• Can students think of other examples of primary and secondary sources? What 
might be the limitations of using secondary sources? 

• Mythological creatures can be a great source of fascination for students. Students 
could use their research skills to learn about other mythological creatures which 
feature in Greek and Roman mythology.  

 
 

Activity 2 
 
This activity builds on the skills of looking used in activity 1 by asking students to look closely 
at an object of their choice and guess what it might have been used for. It invites students 
to think about the objects’ materials and manufacture, as well as encouraging them to 
develop their own lines of enquiry.  
 
Students may choose an object and complete the Museum Detectives worksheet provided 
to record their ideas about their object. This worksheet can be found as a downloadable 
PDF on the History for Schools webpages. 
 
The video will invite you to press pause to give students time to examine their object and 
complete the Museum Detectives worksheet.  
 
This activity focuses on two objects, which you can find online if you wish to find out more 
or look at them in greater detail.  
A Roman oil lamp: https://collection.beta.fitz.ms/id/object/89388  
A silver denarius: https://collection.beta.fitz.ms/id/object/146447 
 
Suggested follow-up activities:  
 

• Search our collections database for more examples of Roman coins: 
https://beta.fitz.ms/objects-and-artworks. Younger students may enjoy a simple 
craft activity to design their own coins, inspired by examples from our collection, by 
pressing their design into tin foil or embossing foil with a sharp pencil.  

• Try comparing a Roman coin with the modern coinage you might find in your wallet 
or purse. What similarities and differences are students able to discover in their 
material, manufacture and coinage.  

• Students might enjoy making a simple oil lamp of their own using air-drying clay.  
• The Museum Detectives sheet could be reused to record observations of other 

objects beyond the two used in this activity. 
 
 

Activity 3 
 
This activity invites students to use a museum object as inspiration for their own creativity. 
They have the opportunity to imagine what the different implements on a Roman multi-tool 
would have been used for, before creating their own multi-tool, featuring tools of their own 
choosing. 
 



This video will ask you to pause at two points: firstly, for students to look closely at the 
object and guess how the different tools may have been used; secondly, to get creative in 
designing their own multi-tool.  
 
This activity focuses on the Roman “Swiss Army knife”, which can be found online here: 
https://collection.beta.fitz.ms/id/object/70534.  
 
Suggested follow-up activities:  
 

• Students may consider if they have objects at home which perform the same 
functions as the Roman “Swiss Army knife”. How many different objects would they 
need to carry out all of the same functions as this gadget? Would they be as easy 
and compact to carry around with them? Are there some functions they think they 
wouldn’t need in modern life?  

• Objects such as this can provide excellent prompts for creative writing. Students 
might imagine who might have owned this object and write the story of a day in the 
life of that person, including how they might have made use of this object in their 
story and any other historical details they might wish to include. Younger students 
may enjoy creating a storyboard or comic strip; older students may enjoy creating a 
longer piece of writing such as a diary entry.  

 
 

Further activities 
 
Students may enjoy further activities about the Romans from the Fitzwilliam Museum.  
 
Explore a Roman mosaic niche and design your own mosaic: 
https://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/work/roman-mosaic-niche.  
 
Learn the story of Emperor Hadrian and his beloved Antinous, before creating your own 
wreath. This activity was created for Cambridge Pride and introduces children to LGBTQ+ 
stories within the Fitzwilliam Museum’s collections: 
https://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/work/bust-antinous.  
 
The Museum of Classical Archaeology also has activities focusing on the ancient Romans, 
such as Roman women and Roman Britain: 
https://www.classics.cam.ac.uk/museum/things-to-do/things-to-do-at-home-1/ancient-
romans-learning-resources 
 
  


