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Introduction: This inquiry-based lesson focuses on how students can compare and 
contrast treatments of the same topic using a variety of visual and written sources. The 
archives at Mystic Seaport Museum are home to a treasure trove of items created by 
sailors at sea. The online collection of these resources is ever growing, so the general 
public can have access to these rare artifacts and documents at the touch of a button. 

This mini-unit is designed for middle school or high school students to independently 
and cooperatively explore numerous sources that showcase the life of a sailor outside 
the tedious humdrum of everyday work.  Ultimately, students should answer the 
following essential question in an analytical essay: How does art play a role in the lives 
of sailors? 

 

Common Core State Standards Connections:   

CCSS- Writing in History 

• WHST.9-10.1B Develop claim(s) and counterclaims fairly, supplying data and 

evidence for each while pointing out the strengths and limitations of both claim(s) and 

counterclaims in a discipline-appropriate form and in a manner that anticipates the 

audience's knowledge level and concerns. 

• WHST.9-10.2B Develop the topic with well-chosen, relevant, and sufficient facts, 

extended definitions, concrete details, quotations, or other information and examples 

appropriate to the audience's knowledge of the topic. 

• WHST.9-10.7 Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects to 

answer a question (including a self-generated question) or solve a problem; narrow or 

broaden the inquiry when appropriate; synthesize multiple sources on the subject, 

demonstrating understanding of the subject under investigation. 

• WHST.9-10.8 Gather relevant information from multiple authoritative print and 

digital sources, using advanced searches effectively; assess the usefulness of each 

source in answering the research question; integrate information into the text selectively 

to maintain the flow of ideas, avoiding plagiarism and following a standard format for 

citation. 

• WHST.9-10.9 Draw evidence from informational texts to support analysis, 

reflection, and research. 

 



Compelling (Essential) Question:  How Does Art Play a Role in the Lives of 

Sailors? 

Literacy through the Content Area: This lesson focuses on the ability to analyze different 

types of images and information with a critical eye as well as being able to defend an 

argument using claims, counterclaims, and evidence, in a written format. Students will 

also need to know how to utilize close reading strategies to annotate information in 

order to understand the sources provided.  

 

Placement of Lesson within Broader Curriculum/Context: This particular lesson 

would fall chronologically within an American history unit on industry and commerce 

during the turn of the 19th century. Students would have some background knowledge 

on the life of a sailor, including the daily work tasks performed as well as leisurely 

downtime. 

 

Learner Background:  The student would have practiced skills in critical, annotative 

reading as well as analysis of visual documents, pictures, photographs, portraits, 

sketches, editorial cartoons, maps and graphs. Students, at this point in the school year, 

would also be skilled at writing analytical essays. Both formative and summative 

assessments would have confirmed knowledge of and application of necessary reading 

and writing skills to undertake the work in this lesson. 

 

Objective(s) for Lesson:  

1. The student will be able to research the Mystic Seaport website’s extensive list of 

various items and objects made by sailors or those who would have interacted with 

sailors. These items would be more for pleasure than for a work purpose, although the 

two could overlap. 

2. The student will be able to analyze the purpose of artistic items created by the 

sailor as an artist. 

3. The student will be able to write a clear and concise essay, which delves into the 

question of how sailors utilized their free time and what items they created during the 

downtime of sailing on ships. 

 

Integration of 21st century skills:  At the end of this lesson, students will be able to... 

• Write clearly, concisely, and persuasively 

• Work cooperatively and/or independently 

• Analyze and evaluate information 

• Critically read both primary and secondary sources 

 



Assessment: The teacher has the option of using the documents/ sources provided on 

the Mystic Seaport website as the basis for an argumentative essay or a Socratic 

Seminar. 

 

Materials/Resources:  

1. Sources provided below 

2. Laptops/ computers with internet access 

 

Lesson Development/Instructional Strategies  

Lesson Plan:  Over the course of two days (or more depending on the level/ ability of 

student as well as teacher discretion), students will be analyzing a variety of objects on 

the Mystic Seaport website that were made either by sailors or for sailors. 

 

 

The objective of the assignment is to assess student skills in historical writing, 

analysis of primary and secondary sources in terms of creating an argument and 

articulating an argument with their peers. 

 

Rubrics: Utilize school-wide rubrics on Socratic seminars and/or argumentative essays.  

 

Synthesis Assignment: Use the following background essay to read aloud with 

students to gain historical context before diving into document analysis. Then students 

should utilize the Mystic Seaport Resource Collection to read about and see a variety of 

artifacts created either by sailors or for sailors. The purpose of this assessment is for 

students to see that leisure time activities occurred throughout history and see the ways 

people kept busy. Also, students should see that all different kinds of people appreciate 

art for art’s sake and how personal keepsakes are still cherished today because they 

give people insight on life for the people living during the 17th, 18th, and 19th century. 

 

 

Source Documents from Mystic Seaport Website: 

The following objects can be found in the Sailor Made Resource Set and can also 

be found on the left sidebar of this lesson page under “RELATED ITEMS:”  

http://educators.mysticseaport.org/sets/sailor_made/  

 

● HMS Queen Charlotte model (1952.472) 

● Knotwork Handbag (1971.182) 

● Cribbage Board (1939.1953) 

● Jagging Wheel (1989.71.7) 

● Scrimshaw 

http://educators.mysticseaport.org/sets/sailor_made/
http://educators.mysticseaport.org/artifacts/pow_queen_charlotte/
http://educators.mysticseaport.org/artifacts/1971_182/
http://educators.mysticseaport.org/artifacts/1939_1953/
http://educators.mysticseaport.org/artifacts/1989_71_7/


○ 1957.704 and 1957.705 - FINNEY'S TUSKS, ABE WARNER, & THE 

COBWEB PALACE 

○ 1959.1126 - "THE EVACUATION OF BOSTON": A Scrimshaw Tooth 

○ Students can also use the search term “scrimshaw” -- the results may not 

yield an article but advanced students can use infer skills on the items to 

develop their own theories and ideas of the importance of the scrimshaw 

design 

● Tattoo Flashbook (1983.52.3) C. H. FELLOWES TATTOO FLASH BOOK: 

Leaving His Mark on History 

● Tattoo Needle -- Students can type tattoo needle into the search terms to see 

what tattoo needles look like 

● Narwhal Tusk Coatrack (1964.1227) 

● Embroidered Seabag (2000.178) 

 

Background Essay: Life of a Sailor 

 

The open waters of the ocean may be scary to some, but for a sailor this line of work 

may have been a special kind of calling. Sailors spent many months at sea together and 

had to obey a strict hierarchy that involved a Captain (the navigator and final decision 

maker), a first-mate (who was in charge of supervising the day-to-day activities, leading 

half the crew and keeping the logbook), a second-mate (who was in charge of the other 

half of the crew and leading them in their daily tasks), and regular seamen who were 

responsible for maintaining the ship. 

 

The daily tasks of the seamen were rigid and necessary to maintain order on the ship. 

Sailors were required to alternate on “watches”, where portions of the crew were 

responsible for the ship while others slept. Typically, the watch would last about four 

hours on a rotation schedule. One of the responsibilities of sailors was to haul up the 

anchor, which could weigh up to 4,000 pounds! Not only was strength required to 

operate the capstan (the cylinder to help wind rope or cable), but sailors needed to be in 

sync with their movements in order to make sure that the task was completed in a 

proper fashion.  (See how they did that with chanties.) 

 

The life of a sailor was physically and emotionally taxing. Many seamen were cut off 

from regular shoreline interactions for months or even years. Some sailors were 

stationed in cramped quarters where beds were hung like hammocks in stacks of three, 

or a cramped forecastle with wooden bunks, like that on the Charles W. Morgan. Harsh 

weather and waves may have nauseated sailors and provided unsteady surfaces to 

walk or eat. Food rations were only as delicious as a cook could make them, which was 

difficult due to lack of fresh foods available. Salted meats and cheese were primary 

http://educators.mysticseaport.org/artifacts/finney_tusks/
http://educators.mysticseaport.org/artifacts/finney_tusks/
https://educators.mysticseaport.org/artifacts/evacuation_boston_scrimshaw/
https://educators.mysticseaport.org/artifacts/fellowes_tattoo_book/
https://educators.mysticseaport.org/artifacts/fellowes_tattoo_book/
https://educators.mysticseaport.org/artifacts/ivory_tattoo_needle/
https://educators.mysticseaport.org/artifacts/ivory_tattoo_needle/
https://educators.mysticseaport.org/artifacts/narwhal_coatrack/
https://educators.mysticseaport.org/artifacts/1812_seabag/
https://educators.mysticseaport.org/artifacts/1812_seabag/
https://educators.mysticseaport.org/videos/sail_raise/
http://www.girlonawhaleship.org/jernapp/refCard.do?shortName=dining_forecastle


foodstuffs due to their ability to stay preserved for longer periods. Sailors were 

susceptible to scurvy, a vitamin C deficiency, from lack of fresh fruits.  

 

There was some reprieve for sailors in the form of art and various forms of 

entertainment. So sailors began to take their skills they learned for work and apply them 

to different creations. Seamen who had loved ones at home kept their kin close to their 

hearts by designing keepsakes for them. Some sailors might have even occasionally 

sold crafts while onshore. Regardless of the purpose of these creative pastimes, sailors 

were able to highlight their expertise in small pocket items to be used in the homes or 

decorative pieces to be displayed on a shelf. Your task is to use the following artifacts 

and document explanations from the Mystic Seaport Museum Sailor Made Resource 

Set to determine the answer to the following question: How Does Art Play a Role in 

the Lives of Sailors? 

 

  

 

 

 

 

http://educators.mysticseaport.org/sets/sailor_made/
http://educators.mysticseaport.org/sets/sailor_made/

