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Introduction
There are over 300 skeletons in the Eastbourne Museum Service collection, most of them 
Anglo-Saxon from around 1500 years ago but some are possibly Neolithic (over 4000 
years old.) The aim of ‘Eastbourne Ancestors’ is to give an osteo-biography or ‘story from 
the bones’ for each individual in the collection. This will involve detailed scientifi c analysis 
which will not only confi rm the sex, age and height of each individual but could also tell 
us about their health, diet, social status, regional (or national) origins and perhaps how 
they died.

Eastbourne Ancestors is a project that will prove groundbreaking to Eastbourne Museum 
Service, the wider archaeological/museum community and most importantly the public.
The results are being extensively collated and will form the basis for a fascinating 
exhibition to include facial reconstructions and ancient artefacts. Along the way there is 
an education programme and there will be public participation in some of the 
processes. This is the fi rst time such an extensive analysis has taken place on one 
collection and the discoveries will have an impact on the work of the Museum Service for 
years to come.

This pack includes activity suggestions and cross curricular information relevant to Key 
Stages 2-5. We can provide much more information and many more activities in our lab 
at the Town Hall; some information is included in this pack to give you an idea of what 
a visit will consist of. Each visit will last 1 hour and groups will be split into two, the sessions 
running simultaneously. Although we can work with a school’s individual needs.

Key stage 2 could explore what we can learn from bones and teeth including age, sex, 
how they died, injuries and illness as well as health and diet. We can also look at what we 
fi nd in burial sites and examine why it is that only bones and artefacts remain.

Key stage 3 can develop a chronological understanding of Eastbourne’s past using the 
skeletons and artefacts. Students can also think about beliefs during the Saxon period 
and discuss the differences in social status and hierarchy. During activities in the lab, 
students can explore different sources for fi nding and examining evidence and then 
learn how to communicate their fi ndings.

Key stage 4 subjects covered by the Eastbourne Ancestors project include chemical and 
material behaviour looking at the changes that take place in the bones after 
burial, Biology, determining the age and sex of skeletons the age of carbon samples and 
the decay of radioactive substances. The project can also be a basis for discussing 
applied science and the use of scientifi c techniques, particularly what parts of the 
skeleton can tell us about pathology and the risks of contamination in the lab. 

Key stage 5 students studying Anthropology and Archaeology as well as Human Biology, 
Public Services and Geography will fi nd the Eastbourne Ancestors Project 
benefi cial in many ways. Learn about the material culture of grave goods as well as 
archaeological skills and methods.

You are more than welcome to visit us before you bring your students, please contact 
Hayley Forsyth, Hayley.Forsyth@eastbourne.gov.uk or Jo Seaman, 
Jo.Seaman@eastbourne.gov.uk for more details.
For now, we have provided a disc of images relevant to the project and key facts and 
ideas for teaching each Key Stage about the amazing histories we are uncovering from 
the bones. Have a look inside to learn the story of the bones. 



Key Stage 2

Before visiting the Eastbourne Ancestors lab, 
pupils could carry out experiments to see 
how different materials change when 
buried for a period of time. This could 
include metal, wood and natural fi bres as 
well as organic matter such as food!

Pupils can tell us about their experiments 
and could write a report after your visit. 

Come to our labs and meet Sunn and 
Sever, our Saxon children detectives.

Knowledge and understanding of 
events, people and changes in the 

past

Organisation and Communication

Pupils can learn all about Saxon Eastbourne 
and test their knowledge in a number of 
activities in our research room or labs.

After the visit, pupils could write about:
What it would be like to pack up all your 
important belongings and move to a new 
life in a different country like a Saxon.
What would they need to take? 
What would the journey be like? 
How would they feel about leaving their old 
home? 
What would their daily life be like in a Saxon 
village?

If you have a timeline 
in your classroom, 
pupils can place 
Sunn and Sever in the 
correct period.

Chronological understanding

Anglo Saxon pottery. If you look closely you can 
see the decoration



Historical Interpretation and Enquiry
Pupils can look at the skeletons in our lab 
and at the artefacts they were buried with 
and learn how to be an archaeological 
detective!

Look at how we can discover the story of 
the bones - what the bones and teeth can 
tell us about the sex and age of the person. 
We can also discover evidence of illness 
and disease.

We can discuss the different sources that 
we have used to investigate Eastbourne’s 
Ancestors.

Knowledge skills and 
understanding, 

life processes and living things

Age at death is usually much easier to 
determine in a child than an adult. Principal 
areas looked at are the eruption of the 
permanent teeth and the extent of bone 
fusion.

Sex cannot normally be determined 
macroscopically in a child as principal 
differences between male and female 
skeletons appear during and after puberty. 
If the pelvis of the child survives, it is 
sometimes possible to determine the sex of 
the individual. 

Both bones and teeth may show signs 
of illness, injury, diet and other health 
issues

Anglo Saxon adult human tooth wear and decay

Anglo Saxon amber beads

     Human dental development
Left: 8 years (± 2 years) Right: 12 years (± 2.5 years)



Key Stage 3
Chronological understanding

Cultural, ethnic and religious 
diversity

Change and continuity

Signifi cance

Join the team in determining the ages of 
the bones of the ancestors! 

Explore the chronology of the people who 
used to live in Eastbourne – Are they Saxon, 
Roman, or Tudor? Which century did the 
Saxons live in Eastbourne? Create a 
timeline with us.

Learn about the religious beliefs of 
people in Saxon Eastbourne. They could 
have walked the same streets as you, but 
would have had very different beliefs. Think 
about the social, cultural and 
technological differences
between the Saxons and other groups on 
the timeline.

Find out where Eastbourne’s Saxon 
ancestors lived. Think about the food they 
ate, fi nd out the differences between what 
people ate 4000 years ago and what we 
eat today.

Find out about how these people lived their 
lives and what caused their deaths. Learn 
what we can tell about these people’s lives 
from their bones.

Discuss the important events that 
happened during these people’s lives.

Find out what these people have done that 
still affects your life today. Think about what  
life would be like if the Saxons hadn’t come 
to Eastbourne.

An Anglo Saxon saucer brooch

Anglo Saxon glass beads

An adult Anglo Saxon femur (thigh bone)

A square headed brooch



Interpretation

Historical enquiry

Using evidence

Communicating about the past

Examine the skeletons in the lab and 
explore the different facts we can gather 
from the bones. Look at how we can tell 
how old they were when they died and 
much more.

The team can explain how and why the 
bones are being interpreted as they are, 
and what we can learn about our
ancestors

By assisting the Eastbourne Ancestors team 
with their enquiries, students will learn to  
examine the evidence they are presented 
with, develop a hypothesis, then test it in 
order to check its validity.

Help us to identify whether the history books 
are correct, based on what the 
ancestors can tell us.
Find out whether the skeletons 
belonged to invading Saxons or people 
from this land who adopted the Saxon 
culture. Discuss the different sources that 
could be used to explore the story of 
Eastbourne’s Ancestors.

Publish your fi ndings, what have you learnt?
Students could write a report about 
Eastbourne Ancestors discussing everything 
they’ve encountered.

Sexual dimorphism of an adult male 
(left) and female (right) skull

An Anglo Saxon ivory purse ring
An Anglo Saxon skeleton

Anglo Saxon pottery



Key Stage 4
Chemical and Material Behaviour

How chemical changes take place 
and the patterns in chemical reactions 

between substances

Visit the lab and examine the excavated 
skeletons and discuss in groups whether 
skeletal changes can be pinpointed at 
the time of death or due to environmental 
causes. 

After your visit, students could explore how 
different environmental stresses - heat, frost, 
high pH soil, water or pressure can 
damage the density of bones. Students can 
use chicken bones to test all of these 
factors. See the disc for more details.

Examine the skeletons and explore how we  
can determine the age and sex of the 
person.

We can explore how we can determine 
the age of carbon samples using carbon-14 
half life

After your visit,  students can lead a 
discussion on the evolution of humans and 
whether Anglo Saxons adapted differently 
to their environments. Did the environment 
affect their bones? Look on the disc for 
images of bones illustrating difference in 
age or sex.

Biology: Organisms

Organisms are interdependent and 
adapted to their environments

A healed misaligned fractured clavicle

Sexual dimorphism of the male (right) and 
female (left) pelvis

Sexual dimorphism of the male (left) and female 
(right) skulls



Physics and Radioactive Decay

What happens when radioactive 
substances decay?

Examine the bones with an informal 
question and answer session; look at how 
we use carbon dating in the lab and how 
we can age the individual at the time of 
their death.

Choose a bone sample; What is it, where is 
it from, what can it tell you and how old is 
it?

After your visit, students can discuss and 
explore organic matter that has both 
carbon-12 and carbon-14 present. How 
can we determine the age and question 
how carbon-14 has remained unchanged. 
You could discuss whether nuclear 
activities could have altered natural
 radioactive composition in the earth. Does 
this affect fossils or human remains?

Applied Science

Application and Implication of 
Science – use of a scientifi c 

technique, their benefi ts, drawbacks 
and risks

Thinking about Isotope analysis and DNA  
typing, we will show you what parts of the 
skeleton can tell you, and also show you 
the risks of contamination that can occur 
within the lab.

After your visit you could explore the ethical 
issues surrounding the examination of 
skeletons. Are scientifi c discoveries more 
important that religious burial ideology?

An anatomical model of an adult  
 human skeleton A femur (thigh bone) from an adult Anglo Saxon  

human skeleton 

An Anglo Saxon saucer brooch

An Anglo Saxon lozenge brooch



Key Stage 5
Anthropology A Level. 

AQA exam board.
Unit 1: Being Human & Unit 2: 

Becoming a Person

Before the visit, students could research the 
Anglo-Saxon culture in England, specifi cally 
Sussex, looking at dress and decoration in 
the archaeological record.  

During your visit, see what grave goods 
were discovered with Anglo-Saxon human 
remains from a local cemetery site. Study 
how this population treated their dead and 
look at some of the skeletons. Are grave 
goods the choice of the deceased or 
refl ections of living relatives as gifts and 
offerings?

After the visit you could discuss how 
gender and sexuality is perceived through 
the inclusion of artefacts in the burial 
context, for example ‘warrior’ burials are 
believed to be male based on the 
weapons included in the grave. This analysis 
could be compared to the biological sex of 
an individual.

Archaeology A Level. AQA exam 
board.

Unit 1: The Archaeology of 
Religion & Ritual

Before the visit students could research 
Anglo-Saxon culture in Eastbourne
looking at artefacts from graves, the 
mortuary practices; cremation and 
inhumation and belief systems; Paganism 
and Christianity. 

Whilst at the lab, in small groups, students 
could design a burial then discuss why 
particular items were chosen. Compare this 
activity to the Anglo-Saxon human remains 
in the lab and what they were buried with 
1,500 years ago. What did the artefacts 
mean to the Anglo-Saxons?

This activity can be adapted into a 
poster format for other case studies, so that 
students can increase their knowledge of 
other periods and sites, for example the 
Mayans, Roman Britain or Prehistoric 
Europe. These can then be displayed so 
that students can refer back to them for 
revision purposes

A cruciform brooch

A lozenge brooch



Archaeology A Level. 
AQA exam board. 

Unit 2: Archaeological Skills 
and Methods

Students could work in groups and research 
archaeology in the local area looking at 
different environments and making use of 
local archaeological societies. Use 
programmes such as Google Earth to look 
at known sites, explore aerial 
photography in archaeology looking at 
crop marks and how they are formed.  
Lecturers could contact the local County 
Archaeologist to arrange a visit to learn 
more about the Historic Environment
Record (HER). The Eastbourne Museum 
Service Education Team can also visit 
Further Education venues to talk about 
Archaeological Skills and Methods in detail. 

Students could experiment with the survival 
of evidence by producing a burial project 
by gathering a selection of inorganic and 
organic items. Mark the location of burial so 
that you can return to excavate the 
material and analyse what has survived 
and why. 

In groups students could produce their own 
archaeological plan to check their learning 
for known or made-up sites from varying 
environments; marine, waterlogged, dry 
and sandy locations. How would they 
research, investigate, excavate, date, 
interpret and publicise their site? 

Book a visit to see The Eastbourne Ancestors 
Project to see how we have investigated, 
recorded, dated and interpreted 
Anglo-Saxon material in Eastbourne.  

The Eastbourne Ancestors Education Team 
can also take bookings for other subjects, 
including:
• A Level Geography to look at 
Anglo-Saxon migration and disease relating 
to lifestyle in the archaeological record.  
• A Level Applied Health & Social Care 
covering health, disease and skeletal 
anatomy of child development using the 
Anglo-Saxon skeletal remains. 
• BTEC Public Services to cover the 
work of forensic archaeologists and 
osteoarchaeologists relating to skeletal 
materials. 

• A Level Human Biology to look at 
population variations through skeletal 
analysis, evidence of diet, skeletal 
anatomy and evidence of ageing using the 
Anglo-Saxon skeletal remains.
• A Level Physical Education to study 
bone articulations, joint actions and human 
skeletal anatomy including muscle 
attachments. 
• BTEC Travel & Tourism to see how we 
operate as a Museum Service and the work 
we do. 

An adult femur (thigh bone)

An Anglo Saxon shield boss


