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LEARN

Have students read about Rebecca Ketcham and the fact that she once used 
over 200 words to describe in her diary a unique flower that she saw. Then, explain 
that people can use their senses to observe the properties of an object. 

• What are some properties of an 
object that we can observe using 
our senses? (examples: color, size, 
shape, smell, texture, sound, taste)

• What are some properties that we 
might need special tools to observe? 
(examples: whether an object floats 
in water, whether it is light or heavy, 
whether it is magnetic)

Walk students through properties they 
did not name, especially ones they 
may not immediately think of, such  
as absorbency, flexibility, insulating 
ability, or transparency.

Ask students how they could observe 
or measure the properties you 
discussed with them.

INTRODUCTION

Today, we can take a photo of a new, interesting, colorful object on our camera 
and post it online. If we want to know what the object is, we can do research 
about it on the internet. That was not possible for pioneers on the Oregon Trail  
in the 1800s. Many had to use words to fully capture objects that were unfamiliar 
to them. They wrote about the objects in great detail. 

Rebecca Ketcham was one of those people. She journeyed west on the Oregon 
Trail in 1853. Ketcham kept a detailed diary so that she could capture all the 
sights she encountered along the way. Like Ketcham, students will observe an 
object and describe its properties in detail.
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LESSON OBJECTIVES

• Describe and compare  
properties of objects

• Communicate information  
effectively and clearly

SUPPLIES

• Variety of objects; can include  
clay, books, dolls, or blocks

• Flashlight (if available) 
• Large tub of water (if available)

• Pan balance (if available) 

OBSERVING PROPERTIES

Some concepts, like 
flexibility, might be new 
to your students. You 
can demonstrate the 
properties with objects  
like rubber bands, paper 
clips, and sticks.
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DESCRIBE YOUR OBJECT

Have each student pick an object.

If class is in person: Create centers, with each center testing one property  
of the objects. For example:

• A color and pattern center, with a flashlight

• A buoyancy and absorbency center, with a tub of water

• A weight center, with a pan balance

Students will circulate to each center and write down a list of all of the 
properties of their objects. Make sure students’ objects will not be damaged  
in any of the centers. 

If class is virtual: First, tell students not to reveal to their classmates the  
object they have picked. Then, have them describe or test different properties 
of the object. For example:

• What color and/or pattern is on the object?
• Does the object float or sink in water?
• How heavy is the object?

SHARE

Have students report back on their objects’ properties.

If class is in person: When all students have finished, have them come together 
and publicly display all the words they used to describe their objects. For every 
word, have students name other objects that share that property.

If class is virtual: Have each student read aloud the list of properties of the 
object they picked. Can anyone guess what the object is before the student  
is done listing the properties?

ACTIVITY TIP
Students who are 

struggling with writing 
can describe the 

properties by using 
pictures. For example, 

they can draw the 
same color or shape 

as the object, or show 
it floating on,  

or sinking in, water.

EXTEND THE LESSON

Have each student write down three properties of the 
object they chose and give their list to a classmate. How 
many objects can the classmate name that have those 
same three properties?
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