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INTRODUCTION TO  

READING WITHOUT WORDS 
 

Reading Without Words is a fun, exciting and interactive lesson that encourages young learners 

to develop and exercise their observation skills. They learn to "read" objects by finding, 

identifying, and interpreting visual clues. Through examination of antique and modern objects 

such as screwdrivers, ladles, clothespins and dominoes, students discover similarities and 

differences between living and working now and long ago. The lesson is approximately 45 

minutes in length. 
 

WHAT TO EXPECT  
A museum instructor (either an Education Department staff member or a professionally trained 

volunteer) will enter your classroom with a box of objects and a portfolio of prints. She/he will 

need the students to sit in a semi-circle in an appropriate area of your classroom. The instructor 

will begin the lesson by introducing themselves and Heritage Museums & Gardens. The lesson 

theme of ñreading without wordsò will be introduced by a brief discussion on ways the students 

understand pictures and symbols without actually reading text. The instructor will explain that 

instead of finding things out by reading printed words, the class will be learning new things by 

reading the objects in the box. The class will then look closely at these items in order to find 

clues that will help them solve four mysteries about each object: 

 

 1. What is the object made of? 

 2. What is it? 

 3. Who made it? 

 4. What was it used for? 

 

By using observation skills and answering questions asked by the instructor, students will gather 

all the clues they need to help them solve the mysteries, thus "reading" the objects. Students will 

also examine prints and compare and contrast modern objects with the antiques. 

 

After students have "read" all of the objects, they will then have the opportunity for a hands-on 

experience with them. The instructor will pass out cotton gloves and explain the rules for the 

proper handling of antiques. Each object will then be reviewed and passed around the circle, 

allowing each student a closer look and tactile experience with each object whose "mysteries" 

they have uncovered. 

 

ABOUT THIS PACKET  
This Teachers' Packet contains materials that were created to be easily used in your classroom. 

Introducing your students to the pre-visit topics, information and vocabulary will help prepare 

them for the museum instructor's visit. The post-visit section contains additional lesson-related 

information and activities to help you follow up after the visit. All of the materials in this packet 

were designed to help you tie the lesson into your curriculum and to create a more meaningful 

experience for your students. 
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CURRICULUM FRAMEWORKS 

CONNECTIONS 
 

At Heritage Museums & Gardens, we are committed to helping you meet the 

demands of education reform. Each of our programs may be used to fulfill a 

multitude of standards across several disciplines. Listed below are examples of 

how the Reading Without Words program can be used to meet specific standards. 

Detailed Curriculum Frameworks Connections listings for this or any other 

individual program may be obtained by calling the Manager of School & Youth 

Programs at (508) 888-3300 ext. 160. 

 

Reading Without Words   

Collections in Hand Program 
 

English Language Arts 
Language Strand, Standards: 1, 2, 4 

Literature Strand, Standard: 9 

 

History and Social Science 
Concepts & Skills 

 History and Geography: 1, 2, 3, 4 

 Civics and Government: 6 

 Economics: 7 

Learning Standards: preK-K.8, preK-K.9, preK-K.10 

 

Science and Technology/Engineering 
 Technology/Engineering: 1.1, 1.2, 2.1 

 

Arts 
Visual Arts Strand, Standards: 1, 3 

Connections Strand, Standards: 6, 7, 9, 10 

 

 

 



3 

PREPARING FOR THE LESSON 
 

On pages 4 - 9 of this packet you will find a vocabulary list, background 

information and activities related to subjects that will be discussed during the 

lesson. These have been designed to help prepare your students for the museum 

instructor's visit.  

 

You may also wish to introduce some of the following: 

 

TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

1. Special Objects: Before the museum instructor arrives, let your students know 

that he or she will be bringing along some very special things to share with the 

class. Explain that these very special objects are called antiques, which means they 

are things people used long ago. Because they are old, sometimes antiques can be 

fragile or breakable, and we need to remember to treat them very carefully. These 

things are very important to us because they give us a fun way to learn about our 

past. We want to take good care of these special things so we can keep sharing 

them with lots of other people in the future. 

 

2. Reading Without Words: When we think of reading, we usually think of 

finding out about things by looking at printed words. That is not the only way we 

can read. People read without words all the time. Can you think of any ways we 

can figure out what things mean without reading words? 

 We can tell what some symbols and signs that do not have any words on them 

mean just by looking at them (examples: a "no smoking" symbol or a stop sign). 

 We can also figure out the story of a picture book just by looking closely at 

and thinking about the different pictures. 

 We can read people's expressions. Have students pair up with a partner and 

practice taking turns making faces, then guessing what their partner is feeling 

(happy, sad, mad, tired, etc.) by looking at their expression. 

 

3. Expressions Worksheet: Photocopy the following page for each student in your 

class, then give the following directions: People read with no hint from words all 

the time. Look at these two faces. What does the expression on each face tell you? 

Imagine what each person could be thinking about. Draw a picture of what they 

might be thinking about in the space above their heads. For example, which one do 

you think could be thinking about an ice cream cone? Of a lost puppy?
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Reading Expressions Worksheet 
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THE STORY OF THE MYSTERIOUS TOOTH  
 

Directions: Read this story aloud to your class. Afterwards, make connections with your 

students by asking if they have ever found something mysterious and later discovered what 

it was. 

 

The time is 1826. The place is England. 

 

Dr. Mantell was late. His wife was waiting for him. She noticed something near the side of 

the road. She picked it up. It was a stone, but it had a strange shape. 

 

She could have thrown it back. But she didn't. She was curious. 

 

When her husband came back, she showed it to him. He said it looked like the stone was 

shaped like a giant tooth. 

 

He could have laughed and thrown it away. But he didn't. He was curious. 

 

He took it to some friends who had been studying animals of other lands. They said it 

looked like an iguana's tooth, but it was huge. 

 

They could have tossed it. But they didn't. They were curious. 

 

They went back to where the doctor's wife found it and looked around. They found other 

stones shaped like bones. 

 

Now everyone was curious. 

 

They put the bones together, and the skeleton was of no animal they had ever seen before. 

It was so huge, they had a dinner party inside it to celebrate. They called the skeleton 

ñIguanodon,ò which means ñiguana's tooth.ò 

 

They had discovered and named the first DINOSAUR! 

 

So this is the story of how one objectða toothðchanged the way we look at the world, 

even today, almost two hundred years later. 
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MYSTERY MATERIALS  

ACTIVITY IDEAS  
 
The objects in this lesson are made from a variety of different materials. Your students will be more 

familiar with some of them than with others. The following activities will allow your students to explore 

the unique properties of six materials. 

 

Create a Mystery Box or Feely Box 
Å Use a commercial "feely box" (a box with a hole in it covered by a fabric sleeve with 

an elastic cuff that students can slip their hand into, allowing them to touch the contents 

of the box without being able to see into it), or create your own by simply using an 

empty shoebox held above the students' eye level, but at a height where he or she can 

reach inside. You can also have students reach inside a paper bag that you hold closed 

around their wrists. 

 

Å Gather samples of the following six materials: 

    plastic    wood 

    metal     leather 

    wax     ivory  (or substitute bone) 

 

Å Put each of the mystery materials into your feely box one at a time and have students 

take turns trying to identify them using only their sense of touch. 

 

Use Materials Cards 
Photocopy the following page for each student in the class. 

 

Making the Cards: Directions to students: 

Å Read each word under the picture it describes. 

Å Cut each picture apart on the solid lines to make six separate cards. 

 

Card Activity  
Have students separate the cards into piles based on the following six properties: 

 

Å Which of these things is HARD? (wax, plastic, wood, metal, ivory) 

Å Which is SOFT? (leather, plastic, wax) 

Å What comes from an ANIMAL? (leather, ivory, wax) 

Å What comes from a PLANT? (wood) 

Å What is made by HUMANS? (plastic, metal, wax) 

Å What is made by NATURE? (leather, wood, metal, ivory) 
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THE WORLD OF THE BLACKSMITH  
 
Gather your students around your classroom's door and ask them to look closely at how it 

works. What keeps the door from opening by itself? If they look closely, they will see that 

something sticks out and fits into a hole in the door frame. Turn the door knob and look at 

how the latch works. The latch is made from metal. Why doesn't the door just fall down? 

Look for the two hinges that hold it up. The hinges are made from metal. Most doors are 

cut from wood with saws which are made of metal. To make things extra strong, people 

use metal. Look around the room and see what else is made of metal. All of these things 

must be made. Today, most metal things are made in factories, but in the olden days they 

were made by a BLACKSMITH . Open the door to his world . . .  

 

 

         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Wearing a leather apron to protect his clothes from sparks, a blacksmith uses heat from a 

fire to change normally tough chunks of metal found in the ground (iron) into something 

soft enough to be beaten into shapes we can use. Many years ago, blacksmiths were the 

center of their communities, where they worked long hours from 6:00 am to 6:00 pm. It 

took six years of training to become a blacksmith. In a time before factories and hardware 

stores, they were responsible for making all the tools and utensils people needed for their 

homes, their jobs and for transportation. They made things like plows, hammers, nails, 

hinges, spoons, pans, horseshoes, weathervanes, locks, railings, knives, chains, gates, 

ship's anchors, wagon parts, and more. 

 

Blacksmiths who made things by hand were eventually replaced by factories that could 

make more things more quickly. However, there are still some people who learn this craft 

today. Blacksmiths are still at work making many of the same things as smiths long ago. 

Today they also turn wrought iron into works of artðmostly sculptures or other fine-

crafted objects. 

THE BLACKSMITH'S TOOLS  

HAMMER  (a tool to strike hot 

       metal to shape it) 

 

 

FIRE IN THE FURNACE  
       (for heat) 

 

HOT METAL  (to be shaped  

         into something) 

 

 

TONGS (a tool to hold hot metal) 

 

 

ANVIL  (a place to put hot metal) 
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WORDS TO KNOW 
 

 

ANTIQUES  old, old-fashioned; special things that we would like to 

take care of and share with others 

 

 

MUSEUM  a place that collects, takes care of and shares special 

things that are important to art, history or science 

 

 

GLOVE  a hand covering that fits tightly over every finger 

 

 

TOOL  something people hold in their hands and use to make 

their work easier 

 

 

BLACKSMITH  someone who shapes metal into different things by 

heating it up then pounding and bending it 

 

 

LADLE  a long-handled, deep-bowled spoon used to serve liquids 

 

 

DOMINOES  small tiles used in a game; one side is divided into two 

sections and marked by dots that stand for a number 

 

 

WHALE    a large animal that lives in the ocean 
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WORDS TO REMEMBER  
 

 

 

PORTRAIT  a posed drawing, painting or photograph of a person 

 

 

POSE   to hold a position for a special purpose 

 

 

PIPS    the dots on a domino that stand for numbers 

 

 

EBONY wood from a tree in Asia that is very dark or black in 

color 

 

 

IVORY  a hard, smooth, yellowish-white substance that comes 

from the tooth or tusk of an elephant, walrus or whale 

 

 

SCRIMSHAW  the art of carving or making designs using the bones or 

teeth of whales 

 

 

CANDLE MOLD  hollow tubes that hot wax is poured into; when the wax 

cools and hardens, a candle is formed in the shape of the 

tube 

 

 

WICK    the string part of a candle that burns when lit 
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OBJECTS IN THE LESSON REVIEW 
 

The illustrations and descriptions below may help you to review/reinforce the lesson with 

your students after the museum instructor's visit.  Please do not share this material with 

your students prior to the museum instructorôs visit. 
(Please note: It may not have been possible for all of the objects to be shown in your classroom due to time 

constraints.) 

 

Iron Screwdriver :  This tool has a loop end for hanging and a 

twist in the center to help people tell whether the screw would 

be turning into or out of a piece of wood.  It was hand-

wrought by a blacksmith about 200 years ago in the late 

1700s, and introduces students to this important trade. 

 

Modern Screwdriver:  Everyone will recognize this factory-

made screwdriver with its steel shaft and colored plastic grip.  

Students are invited to compare and contrast the shape, 

function, materials and method of manufacture of the modern 

and antique versions of this tool. 

 

 

Blacksmith at the Forge Illustration:  This print depicts a 

19th century blacksmith and his apprentice at work with the 

tools of their trade: the fire of the forge, metal and their hands.  

Students will learn how the blacksmith did his job and how 

important he was to his community. 

 

 

Ladle:  Students will discover how this iron kitchen tool's 

shape relates to its function.  It was also made by a blacksmith 

and is over 100 years old. 

 

 

Domino Girl Print :  This reproduction of a folk painting 

dated from around 1775 inspires students to compare and 

contrast portraiture then with portraiture today.  They will also 

observe the girl's dominoes, and share their personal 

experiences with how the game is played. 
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Modern Domino:  Students may recognize this wooden 

domino as similar to those they may have seen before.  This 

new example provides an interesting contrast of materials with 

the antique dominoes. 

 

Scrimshaw Dominoes:  Made of ebony and ivory, these 

dominoes are kept in a wooden box with a sliding lid.  They 

are like the ones pictured with the Domino Girl and are the 

type she and her contemporaries would have played with.  

They inspire an animated discussion of ivory, whales and 

whaling in the 19th century. 

 

Scrimshaw Clothespin:  Also made of whalebone, this 

functional item was similarly carved by whalers and is the 

perfect introduction to a discussion of the artistic process of 

creating scrimshaw. 

 

Modern Clothespin:  While sharing the same function, this 

easily recognizable modern plastic "pinch" clothespin provides 

a good contrast in both design and material to the antique 

scrimshaw version. 

 

Baby's Shoe:  Students examine the construction and button 

closure of this tiny century-old leather shoe, and compare it to 

their own shoes and the way they stay on today. 

 

Button Hook:  This metal tool helps to illustrate how much 

more difficult it was to put on old-fashioned shoes.  The open 

end would be placed through the button hole and then would 

be used to grab the button on the other side of the shoe and 

pull it through the hole, fastening the two sides together. 

 

Tin Candle Mold:  Close observation helps students to 

identify the function of this challenging "guessing object" and 

leads them to a discussion of the process of candle making 

using a mold. 
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FAVORITE OBJECT ACTIVITY  
 

Think about the antiques you saw in the Reading Without Words lesson. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My favorite antique object isé 

Today the same thing looks likeé 
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PORTRAIT INFORMATIO N 
 

Below are answers to some questions commonly asked about portraits. 
 

What is a portrait? 

A portrait is a drawing, painting or photograph of a person. People pose to have a portrait 

done, which means they hold a particular position for this special purpose. 
 

Why did people have their portraits painted? 

Before cameras were invented, paintings like the Domino Girl were the only way to record 

"the likeness" of someone. Portraits can show not only what people actually looked like, 

but also how they wanted to be remembered  
 

Who had their portraits painted? 

The person who is the subject of a painting is called the "sitter" because they often had to 

pose or "sit" for several hours while the artist painted them. We know who some of the 

people in old portraits are because their names were sometimes written on the backs of the 

pictures, or because the painting was owned by someone who remembered being told who 

the sitter was. Some sitters are anonymous, meaning we do not know who they were. 
 

Who were the artists who painted portraits? 

Many portraits were done by people who were not really taught how to paint or be artists. 

They learned instead by practicing and by looking at other pictures. They may have 

painted signs or carriages for a living, and painted portraits for extra money. Many of 

them, like the person who painted the Domino Girl, did not put their names on their 

paintings, so we say they are anonymous. Sometimes painters traveled away from the 

towns where they lived to other cities and towns in order to find new customers. They 

would advertise in local newspapers and might stay with a family and repay them by 

painting a portrait for them. 
 

How were portraits made in the olden days? 
Artists painted portraits on whatever material was available to them, most often canvas 

cloth stretched and nailed over a wooden frame. The paints were ground-up minerals or 

powders that were mixed with oil when the artist was ready to begin work. After a painting 

was finished and the paint was dry, it was coated with a shiny varnish to protect it. Then it 

was put in a frame (that could sometimes be very fancy) and hung on the wall for everyone 

to enjoy. 
 

How are portraits made today? 

Photography now makes it possible for anyone to have their picture taken in minutes, 

instead of the long hours it used to take an artist to do it. Painted portraits became less 

popular after the invention of the camera. Photography was introduced in 1839 in France 

and was fairly common in the United States by 1845. People sometimes still have their 

portraits painted today. 
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PORTRAIT ACTIVITIES  
 

No matter how they are made, portraits are a way of recording how people look, feel, and 

even how they would like others to see them. The following activities will help your 

students to further explore portraits. 
 

× If students are comfortable, have them pair up and create a color portrait of their 

partner. Before beginning, have them consider what makes us recognize a person, and 

look closely at their partner's features. 

 What shape and color are their eyes? 

 What shape is their nose? 

 What color is their skin? 

 Is their mouth large or small? 

 What color is their hair? Is it long or short? Straight or curly? 

 What kind of expression does the person have? Are they happy, sad, angry, sleepy, 

etc.? 

 What other things will you include in the picture with them? Any of their favorite 

things? 

 What clothes will the person be wearing? Are they dressy or play clothes? 

 What will the portrait's setting be? Will they be inside or outside? What kind of things 

are around them? 

 How is your partner posing? Are they sitting? Standing? Moving? 
 

× Have your students plan their own self-portrait  to show how they would like others to 

see them.  

 What will you wear? 

 Where will you be? 

 How will you pose? 

 What will your expression be? 

 What other things will be included in your portrait? (pets, special objects, etc.) 

Remember, a self-portrait  should show people who you are! 

 

× Compare a 19th century portrait (like Heritage Museum and 

Garden's The Short Hoby by Susan Waters, created between 1843-

1845 and pictured here) to a 20
th
 century portrait. Were they both 

made the same way? How are the sitters' poses, expressions, 

clothing, props, setting and pose the same? How are they 

different? 
 

× Have students look around their houses to see if they can find any 

portraits of people (themselves, friends, relatives, etc.). Did they 

find old painted portraits? New painted portraits? New portraits 

made with a camera instead of a paintbrush?  
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HOW TO PLAY DOMINOES  
 

Dominoes is a game that has been around a long time and is played all over the 

world. The most popular way to play with dominoes (and the one with which 

your students may be the most familiar!) might be to set the tiles up in a row, 

push one over and watch them all fall down. There is another way to play, 

however. Chinese people have played a dominoes game for over 700 years, and 

Europeans for 200 years. Native peoples of the Arctic, the Inuit, play a version 

that has 148 pieces. In the United States, domino sets of 28 tiles include all 

number combinations from 0 to 6, including doubles like two sixes. 

 

Dominoes is basically a game of matching. Two to four players sit around a 

table. Dominoes are shuffled face downward and left on the table. Each player 

draws seven. The first player puts down his/her highest numbered piece. The 

second player must match it with a domino that has the same number of dots, 

or "pips," on one side as the first player's domino, or pick up as many pieces as 

it takes to find a match. Then he/she lays the matching domino down next to 

the one already played. The players take turns until one wins by playing all of 

his/her pieces and going out, calling "domino!" If no one can make a match and 

all the pieces have been picked up, then the game stops and the player with the 

fewest number of dots or "pips" on the remaining dominoes wins. 

 

Below is a sample of an incomplete game correctly played:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What pieces would you need to continue the game? 
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WHALES, WHALING AND SCRIMSHAW  
 

Whale Facts 
The world has many marvels, and one of them is the whaleðthe BIGGEST animal that ever 

lived. Look at the chart below for comparison. 

 
How much do you weigh? A Blue whale weighs 200,000 pounds. A baby Blue whale gains 250 

pounds a day. Whales are more than just big. Scientists have studied how they behave towards 

each other. Sperm whales, the only large whales with teeth (the others strain their food through 

baleen), live in families, with a mother and other adults protecting their offspring for as long as 

they live. This can be up to 70 years. They communicate with each other using clicking sounds 

which can be heard five miles away. Scientists are trying to decode their meaning. There is much 

to learn about these fascinating animals. 
 

Whaling 
People have hunted and killed these huge mammals for hundreds of years and used them for oil 

and food. The oil was turned into candles and fuel to light homes at night. Cape Cod, Nantucket 

and New Bedford were centers of this industry. When the electric light bulb was invented more 

than 100 years ago, and oil in the ground was discovered, the need for whale oil decreased. The 

U.S. stopped hunting whales in the 1930s and most other countries stopped in 1988 when they 

saw that whales were becoming extinct. Today they are making a comeback. 
 

Scrimshaw 
Using large sailing boats, sailors sometimes spent as long as three years at sea  

hunting whales during the 1800s. Before and after the excitement of finding whales, 

there were long periods of time when sailors worked aboard ship but also had free 

time. Many sailors combined their desire to create something special to remember 

their trip, or as a present for someone at home, with the leftover parts of the whales 

they had hunted. They carved and scratched pictures on whale teeth and made tools, 

decorations and gifts for their loved ones back home from whale bones and baleen. 

This became known as scrimshaw. In this lesson, students have the opportunity to 

examine a set of dominoes and a clothespin that were made of whalebone aboard a 

whaling ship in the late 1800s. This folk art is now collected by museums and 

individuals. 
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WORD AND OBJECT ACTIVITIES  
 

MYSTERY BOX OR FEELY BOX ACTIVITIES  
Create a Mystery or Feely Box using the directions on page 8. Have your students use their 

sense of touch to gather clues that will help them "read" the objects they can not see and 

solve their mysteries. You may want students to take turns identifying objects they bring in 

from home, or use school supplies or shapes. 

 

DESCRIBING A MYSTERY OBJECT  

Choose an object (a pencil for example) to pass around the room. Have each student 

examine it, then say something that describes the object (such as its color, shape, size, use, 

what it is made of, etc.). See how many descriptive "clues" the class can come up with as a 

team. When you have finished, go over your entire list again. Could someone who did not 

know what you had passed around be able to figure out what it was using your clues? 

 

CANDLE RHYMES  
One of the objects in the lesson is a tin mold used to make candles. Sometimes candles are 

used in nursery rhymes just for fun, like in these poems from Mother Goose: 

 Rub-a-dub-dub,     Jack, be nimble, 

 Three men in a tub,     Jack, be quick, 

 And who do you think they be?   Jack, jump over 

 The butcher, the baker,    The candlestick. 

 The candlestick-maker; 

 And all of them went to sea! 

 

Have students think of rhyming words that sound the same at their ends, like ball and call 

or run and fun. You'll notice that the two rhymes above use candlestick, which is much 

easier to rhyme than candle. Ask the class to think of rhymes for candle. One is sandal. 

Can they think of any others? Now see if they can rhyme more words with stick. 

 

CREATE A STORY BOOK  

Ask students to imagine what it would be like to . . .  

    

   Å have their portrait painted 

   Å make candles 

   Å be a whaler 

Have them write down the story they imagined, or tell it to an adult who will record their 

story in words. Then, have them illustrate their stories on another sheet of paper. When 

students have completed both pages, the story book is ready to be put together. Open a 

manila folder and attach the illustration page to the left hand side with staples or tape, and 

attach the written page to the right hand side. Close the folder with both pages inside. They 

are now ready to give their story a title and decorate their book's cover. 
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CANDLE MAKING  
 

There is an easy and fun way to make your own candles without using hot wax. Kits for 

making your own beeswax candles are available at most local craft stores. Kits usually 

include two sheets of beeswax (which can either make two 16 inch candles or can be cut 

into four 8 inch candles) and a 30 inch long wick that may be cut to various lengths. The 

kits cost approximately eight dollars. 
 

MAKING BASIC ROLLED S TRAIGHT CANDLES  
1. To create a tall 16" straight candle, use one full sheet of beeswax. For two 8" tall straight candles, cut one sheet 

into two 8" x 8" pieces. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2. Cut the wick to be slightly longer than the desired candle length. Place the wick at the edge of the sheet and roll 

evenly. Be sure there is ample wick at the top of the candle to assure quick, easy lighting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MAKING SPIRAL TAPERED CANDLES  
1. For a 16" spiral taper, cut the beeswax sheet diagonally into two triangles. Place one triangle on top of the other, 

slightly offsetting it. You may want to use two different colored sheets of beeswax for a two-tone effect. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2. For a 16" candle, place the wick on the long side of the triangle, and begin to roll it toward the point. If you want 

an 8" spiral candle, place the wick on the short side of the triangle and roll toward the point.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

With all candles, remember to press the beeswax evenly. When you are finished, roll the candle back and 

forth to compress the wax. 

 

 

 

 

 


