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Discovering Mesa Prieta

SUBJECTS:  Language Arts, Social Studies.

SUGGESTED TIME:  Two class periods.

MATERIALS:

Copy for students: Signs and Symbols student activity sheet -
Activity 1 (10 - 5), Clear Creek Canyon Rock Art Panel student informa-
tion sheets (text and graphic) (10 – 7-8), student activity sheet Activity 
4 (10 - 9)

From the teacher: old magazines and newspapers, glue sticks,
scissors, 11” x 14” and 8.5” x 11” construction paper or copy paper, 
markers.

For the teacher: Signs and Symbols student activity sheet -  Activity 1 
teacher answer sheet (10 - 6), Activity 4 teacher answer key (10 - 10)

BACKGROUND:  Since the beginning of spoken language, people have developed signs and symbols. Petro-
glyphs and pictographs help us to infer ideas about the culture and life ways of the people who made 
them. Many of the petroglyphs on Mesa Prieta may have symbolic meanings that we do not understand.  
In today’s American culture we use and understand many signs and symbols. Is this an indication of the 
pervasiveness and effects of our commercialized life style? This might be a good topic for discussion. 
Someone coming from another culture will have a difficult time understanding the meaning of some of 
our symbols. They may infer a different meaning to these symbols from what was intended.  

UNIT 10: SIGNS AND SYMBOLS

VOCABULARY
☛     Hypothesis:  an educated guess or idea about a set of facts that can be tested by investigation.

☛    Inference:  a conclusion made from observations.

☛    Logo:  a symbol that is often used by a business; short for logogram.

☛     Sign:  a graphic shape or design that may warn or inform about something that one is
approaching.

☛    Symbol:  a graphic shape, design or object that represents an idea.

✔     Students will understand the relationship between a symbol 
and its meaning.

✔     Students will realize why it is so difficult to interpret the
petroglyphs.

✔    Students will gain a deeper understanding of inference.

OBJECTIVES
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SETTING THE STAGE:  Draw a common symbol on the board, such as the Zia Sun symbol. Ask students 
to describe what they see. (A circle with four lines attached in each direction.) This is an observation. 
Now ask what it means or stands for. (It represents NM on the state flag.) How do they know? What does 
it mean to the people of Zia Pueblo? (Answers will be inferences.) Ask about four students at a time to 
come to the board and draw other symbols or signs. Have the rest of the class guess what they stand for. 
Remind students that no gang, drugs or war related symbols may be used.  

 1.   Discuss the difference between actual and symbolic. Use examples from the drawings on the 
board or draw an octagon. Ask the students what shape it is. Then ask them what it often 
symbolizes (a stop sign) The object or picture represents or stands for an idea or message

 2.   Pass out the Signs and Symbols student activity sheet, (10-5). Have the students notice that 
there are images they recognize. Under each picture, write what it stands for or a mean-
ing that our culture gives it. Do not write the name of the object. Do the first two or three 
together. Three blanks are provided to allow students to enter their own symbols. Give the 
students about 10 minutes to finish it. (answers provided on Signs and Symbols student activ-
ity sheet -  Activity 1 teacher answer sheet, (10-6).

 3.   Discuss why we use symbols and how they might have developed. A good example is the swas-
tika. It is an ancient design that was used by many cultures. Since the Nazis began using it, the 
swastika now has taken on a different meaning. Some people object to this new interpretation 
and have vowed to use it more frequently in order to bring back its traditional meanings.    

EXTENSION:  Turn the diagram into a bingo game or concentration game.

Unit 10: Signs and Symbols

Activity 1
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Unit 10: Signs and Symbols
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Activity 2

 1.   Explain that the class will be making an art collage of Logos, Signs and Symbols. Ask students 
to bring popular magazines from home.

 2.   Cut out different symbols (with no written words) and glue them on the construction paper. 
If you don’t find enough symbols in the magazines, the students may draw with marker the 
symbols, signs and logos that they know. This may also be used as a homework assignment.

 3.   Have students take their finished collages to other classes to see how many of the symbols the 
children can recognize.

CONCLUSION:  Discuss the results of this experience with the class. Discuss how someone from another 
culture or an Ancestral Pueblo person might interpret the collages. Now discuss how we infer meaning 
to the petroglyphs but really do not know what the person was thinking about or wishing to commu-
nicate.

(Adapted from a project by Malinda Pekarcik of Santa Clara Pueblo.)

Activity 3*

 To each group of students or to each student, pass out a copy of Clear Creek Canyon Rock Art Panel
student information graphic sheet (10-7). Explain that this panel was created by the ancient people of 
Utah. 

 1.  Use the following questions to analyze the petroglyph panel:

  a.  What words would you use to describe the designs on this page? (observations)

  b.  Why do you think the people created these designs? (inferences)

  c.   Do you think there is a symbolic message in the design labeled with a, b, c? If so, what 
is the message? (inference)

 2.   Pass out the Interpretation student information sheet (10-8) and have the students take turns 
reading the different paragraphs. Discuss the fact that each person had a different interpre-
tation of the designs depending on their background and experience.   

 3.  Discuss why these petroglyphs might be important.

 

 

*Actvity was adapted from Intrigue of the Past. A Teacher’s Activity Guide for Fourth through Seventh Grades, Bureau 
of Land Management, 1993, p 98.
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Activity 4

 1.   Draw a Zia Sun on the board. Remind the students of your earlier discussion of this symbol. 
Tell the students that they will be learning more about the meaning of this symbol for Native 
Americans. Ask: 

  a.  What does this symbol remind you of? (the sun, compass rose, etc.)

  b.   If this represented a compass rose, where would the 4 directions be?  (north on top, 
east on the right, south below and west on the left) Write the name of each direc-
tion inside the circle in its correct location.

  c.   Many Native Americans use the symbol of a circle with a vertical and horizontal line 
within the circle to represent the four directions as well as many different cycles and 
ideas. Draw this symbol on the board.

  d.   Hand out the page with the Zia Sun with the rays empty. Brainstorm with the students 
what cycles these rays could represent. If they are having trouble coming up with 
ideas, suggest the parts of the day or the seasons. Where does the sun rise? (east) 
Within one of the rays on the right write in – Morning. What season could this rep-
resent? Within another of the rays on the right, write in – Spring. Discuss where the 
other parts of the day or the seasons should go. (it is warmer in the south so this 
could represent the summer)

  e.   Other cycles might be winds of different directions,, life cycle, etc. See teacher answer 
sheet. Draw them in your symbol on the board and have the students fill in their hand-
out.

  f.   An alternative approach would be to hand out the original Zia Sun Symbol with the 
rays filled in. Ask the students how they could improve on this symbol by rearranging 
the words in the rays.

  g.   Why do you think that the Zia Sun was chosen for the NM state flag? (answers will 
vary)

ASSESSMENT:  Have the students investigate 
their homes for symbols and bring back a list or 
sheet of drawings of at least five different sym-
bols and their descriptions.  (Examples: poison 
skull and crossbones, Nike symbol, play, stop, 
rewind buttons on a DVD player recycle symbol, 
symbols of weather from the newspaper or TV 
news.) Have students imagine that someone from 
a different country saw the symbols for the first 
time. Have students write a sentence about each 
symbol describing what the person might infer 
that it means.
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CLEAR CREEK CANYON PETROGLYPH PANEL INTEPRETATION:  

Student Information Sheet:  Activity 3*

Levan Martineau, hired by the Paiute tribe of Utah to interpret Clear Creek Canyon petroglyphs.

Martineau thinks this is part of a larger story of the emergence from the underworld.

 a.   The clan sign of the Badger clan. Badger was involved in and recorded the emergence story.

 b.  The river reed which the people of the underworld crawled through to get to this world.

 c.  A god-like figure who is part of the emergence story.

Indian Joe (Joseph J. Pickyavit), Ute Indian.

Pickyavit thinks that this figure was left by the “Pueblo Indians” whom he said once lived in Clear Creek 
Canyon. He feels this figure deals with making rain.

 a.  Rain cloud making rain.

 b.  Lightning bolt making lightning with the rain storm.

 c.  Medicine man with good powers in a rain sing (ceremony to bring rain).

Wil Numkena, Hopi Indian and Director, Utah Division of Indian Affairs.

Numkena thinks this figure deals with the emergence into the fourth world.

 a.   Seed sack that contains the seeds used by the chipmunk to grow a plant for the people, which 
they used to climb out of the underworld.

 b.   The spruce or pine tree which they climbed to get out of the third or underworld.

 c.   A two-horned priest of the higher order of the priesthood and keeper of the oral traditions and 
the stories of the fourth world.

Kenneth Smith, Navajo Indian and early worker at Fremont Indian State Park.  

      Smith thinks this figure was part of a fertility ceremony.

 a.  This was the sack of seeds widely planted.

 b.  This was a stalk of corn; corn was the most important food source for the people.

 c.   This was some type of god of fertility or germination who helps the crops and plants to germi-
nate and grow.

  (Provided through the courtesy of Gordon Topham, Fremont Indian State Park, Clear Creek 
Canyon, Utah.)

*Adapted from Intrigue of the Past. A Teacher’s Activity Guide for Fourth through Seventh Grades, Bureau of Land 
Management, 1993, p 98.
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Unidad 10. Señales y símbolos
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Nombre__________________ Fecha_____________

Señales y símbolos:  Hoja de actividades para el estudiante:  Actividad 1

Unidad 10. Señales y símbolos
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Panel de Arte del Clear Creek Canyon Rock*

Unidad 10. Señales y símbolos

*Adaptación de Intrigue of the Past. A Teacher’s Activity Guide for Fourth through Seventh Grades, Bureau of Land 
Management, 1993, p 98.
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Interpretación del panel de los petrográficos de Clear Creek Canyon:  
Hoja de información para el estudiante:  Actividad 3

Levan Martineau, contratado por la tribu Paiute de Utah para interpretar los petrográficos de Clear 
Creek Canyon. Martineau cree que es parte de una versión más larga del mito de la ascensión de los 
tribus antiguos desde el mundo subterráneo.

 a.    El símbolo del clan del tejón (Badger). El tejón formó parte de este mito y además fue el encar-
gado de contarlo.

 b.   Los juncos del río a través de los cuales la gente del mundo subterráneo se arrastró para 
llegar a este mundo.

 c.   La figura de una deidad que es parte del mito de ascensión desde el mundo subterráneo.

Indio Joe (Joseph J. Pickyavit) Indio Ute. Pickyavick cree que esta figura fué abandonada por los ‘Indios 
Pueblo’ los cuales, decía que una vez vivieron en Clear Creek Canyon. El cree que esta figura sirve para 
invocar a la lluvia.

 a.  Nube descargando lluvia.

 b.  Rayo en medio de la tormenta.

 c.   Curandero con poderes benignos cantando (ceremonia para invocar a la lluvia)

Wil Numkena, Indio Hopi y director de la División de Asuntos Indios en Utah. Numkena cree que la figura 
tiene que ver con la ascensión al cuarto mundo.

 a.   Un saco que contiene las semillas usadas por la ardilla para que crezcan plantas y puedan ser 
usadas por la gente que ascenden desde el mundo subterráneo.

 b.   El abeto o pino que usaban para salir del mundo subterráneo.

 c.   Un sacerdote, de una orden sacerdotal superior, con dos cuernos y portador de la tradición 
oral y de las historias del cuarto mundo.

Kenneth Smith, Indio Navajo y uno de los primeros trabajadores del parque estatal indio de Fremont. 
Smith cree que esta figura formaba parte de una ceremonia de la fertilidad.

 a.   Este era el saco de semillas que fueron plantadas por todo el territorio.

 b.   Era un tallo de maíz; El maíz era la fuente de comida más importante para la gente.

 c.   Era una especie de Dios de la fertilidad o de la germinación que ayudaba a crecer y a germinar 
la cosecha y las plantas.

  (Información provista por cortesía de Gordon Thopam, Parque Indio del estado de Fremont, 
Clear Creek Canyon, Utah).

*Adaptación de Intrigue of the Past. A Teacher’s Activity Guide for Fourth through Seventh Grades, Bureau of Land 
Management, 1993, p 98.
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Vocabulario Unidad 10: Signos y símbolos

☛    Hipótesis:  una conjetura educada o idea sobre una serie de hechos que deben ser
demostrados científicamente.

☛   Inferencia:  una conclusión hecha a partir de la observación.

☛   Logo:  un símbolo que veces se usa para un negocio; una clase de logograma.

☛    Signo:  una forma gráfica o diseño que puede informar sobre algo a lo que uno se está
acercando.

☛   Símbolo:  una forma gráfica, diseño u objeto que representa un idea.

Unidad 10. Señales y símbolos
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