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INTRODUCTION TO
OBJECT-BASED LEARNING

© The Palace Museum

Objects are everywhere! They are ubiquitous in nature and offer great diversity. They
can be new or old, large or small, familiar or unfamiliar, all with a story and myriad
ways to be understood. Objects are found in the natural environment—pine cones,
flowers, rocks, shells, and gems—but also represent the innovative thinking of human
beings—from ancient pots and everyday dishes to regal garments or commonplace
shoes. From the earliest days of a child’s life, objects are a source of information and
allow a child to construct meaning about his world.

The idea of learning from objects is relevant for educators in the formal learning
environments of schools as well as for professionals working in informal learning spaces
like museums, libraries, and other cultural institutions. Objects offer rich opportunities
for children to learn about themselves, their culture, and the greater world. This is an
idea that has been valued within the museum field for some time, yet is new for many

educators in schools.

Learning from objects is a concept deeply embedded in museums, with their emphasis
on collecting, studying, preserving, displaying, and interpreting objects. As caretakers of
collections, museum professionals value objects and understand that each represents a
unique account of some happening in the world. Museums draw from their collections
to tell stories through exhibitions that will enlighten the visiting public. This focus on the
concrete stuff of the world defines the nature of the museum.

Educators in formal learning environments also have a unique opportunity to enrich
children’s understanding of their world through the power of objects. Lessons crafted
in thoughtful

around carefully selected objects offer p lities to engage
and meaningful exploration of ideas as well as create habits of mind that are essential
in the twenty-first century. Objects can be commonplace and inexpensive or treasured

artefacts i on visits to

In either case, an object-based approach
to learning inspires curiosity, increases engagement, and offers new insights into
educational content.

OBJECTS AND CHILDREN’S BOOKS

Collections are equally appropriate for

classroom learning. In preparation for a new

story or class novel, select a few

of seed, or gardening tools. This simple
collection of objects can be the catalyst for

a jon about an ing story for

objects from the story and display the
collection as an introduction to the study.

This decorative gardening pot is a perfect
object for introducing The Empty Pot by Demi
(1996). Other objects that could be added to
the collection would be other pots, packets

young children. This approach encourages
children to think critically about the objects
and then propose how these objects might be
relevant to the story. After reading the book,
return to the conversation and the children’s
new insights.

https://www.hkpm.org.hk/tc/learn/learning-resources

© The Palace Museum

MAKING CONNECTIONS — THE FAMILIAR
AND THE UNFAMILIAR

Many museums collect objects from long ago. Collections from
the past often include unfamiliar artefacts and are a source of
curiosity for children. Simple, unfamiliar objects gain meaning

when compared to present-day objects.

These beautiful HAIRPINS, believed to have been worn by an

empress of China’s Guangxu period at an imperial wedding, can
be P to hair f; that young children
wear today, although the latter are certainly not made with the

same precious stones or materials.

© The Palace Museum
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