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SUBJECTS:  Science, Math, Language Arts, Social Studies.

SUGGESTED TIME: One or two class periods.

MATERIALS:

Copy for students: Federal Laws Protecting Archaeological Resources student information sheet (17 - 4), 
Protecting the Past: To Do or Not To Do student information sheet (17 - 5).

From the trunk: Dilemma cards, DVDs Silent Witness and Visit with Respect; DVDs may also be checked 
out from the Mesa Prieta Petroglyph Project office.

UNIT 17: TSIKW’AYE (MESA PRIETA) ETHICS

VOCABULARY
☛     Dilemma:  a situation where it is difficult to decide what to do.

☛     Ethics:  beliefs and behaviors about what is right and wrong; a system of moral principles.

✔     Students will learn to think about difficult issues and make 
ethical decisions. 

✔     Students will come to realize that ethical issues are not
always black and white.

✔     Students will examine their own values and beliefs about
archaeological site protection.

✔    Students will develop critical thinking skills.

OBJECTIVES
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*Adapted from “Ethni-reasoning,” Project WILD Elementary Activity Guide, Western Regional Environmental Educa-
tion Council, 1983; Intrigue of the Past. A Teacher’s Activity Guide for Fourth through Seventh Grades, Bureau of Land 
Management, 1993)
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BACKGROUND:

The petroglyphs [are] a reminder of who we are, where we came from ... 
that connect us to the spirit world...                Herman Agoyo, Ohkay Owingeh, 1992

Ancient sites in the United States and worldwide are being destroyed at an accelerated rate. As a result, 
native peoples are losing important parts of their heritage, scientific information is being destroyed and 
places where people lived long ago are aesthetically compromised. This activity encourages students to 
examine personal beliefs and feelings about the protection of archaeological sites and artifacts, to decide 
what action they would take in difficult situations, and to suggest solutions to the problem of archaeologi-
cal destruction.

Federal and state antiquities preservation laws state that it is illegal to 
collect, deface, injure, or excavate sites and artifacts older than 100 years 
on public land. This includes all lands administered by any state or 
federal agency, such as the Bureau of Land Management, Forest Service, 
National Park Service, etc.

Ancient sites on private land have little protection except when grave sites 
and/or grave goods are involved. We hope that people who own the land 
where there are ancient sites will appreciate and protect them.

Sometimes the people who are illegally collecting artifacts, excavating 
sites or vandalizing sites are armed with weapons. Students should never 
confront someone they see vandalizing a site or collecting artifacts. They 
should record information about the people such as their physical descrip-
tion and their license plate number. This information should immediately 
be reported to law enforcement authorities. You should also call the 
agency involved or call the New Mexico Historic Preservation Division in 
Santa Fe. (ph. (505) 827-6320) 

SETTING THE STAGE:  Ask the students to think of a situation such as observing a fellow student taking 
money from a teacher’s desk. Discuss the possible actions that could be taken by the observer. How will 
you decide what to do? Is it difficult to know what to do?

Explain that the following activity will require decision making about difficult situations. The dilemmas 
presented in the activity are intended to provide a range of behavioral choices for students and a plat-
form for discussion about right and wrong and how one comes to difficult decisions.  There is not neces-
sarily a “correct” answer for the dilemmas, but the thoughtful student will reject those which might put 
him in danger, be hurtful to classmates, or cause damage to sacred sites.  He or she will, rather, consider 
carefully and choose those which promote empathy and respect, for both classmates and sacred places, 
promote safe and lawful behavior and build citizenship.

Unit 17: Tsikw’aye (Mesa Prieta) Ethics
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Bullet damage.
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Activity 1

Unit 17: Tsikw’aye (Mesa Prieta) Ethics
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Holes drilled during the theft of a pictograph.

 1.   If you do not have a Resource Trunk, copy the dilemma card pages at the end of this unit
(17-6 – 17-14) and glue them to index cards or cardboard. (There is a set of laminated cards in 
the trunk)

 2.   Read DILEMMA 1 to the class. Have a class discussion about which listed response would be 
the best. 

 3.   Divide the class into groups of 4 or 5 students and give each group a different dilemma card. 
Have the students read and discuss the different responses and decide how they would solve 
the problem. They may also come up with a solution of their own. Allow about 15 minutes for 
this discussion. Each group will select a reporter who will share their group’s decision and 
the reason they choose it.

ASSESSMENT:

Have the students write about what response they thought was best and why, even if it wasn’t the group’s 
final choice.  

Have the students express their opinions about archaeological resource protection through a story, 
poem, skit, song, drawing, etc.
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FEDERAL LAWS PROTECTING ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESOURCES

Student Information Sheet*

Federal laws provide for severe penalties to those who disturb and destroy sites more than 100 years 
old. The Archaeological Resources Protection Act (ARPA) was passed in 1979, and prohibits unauthorized 
digging and collecting of archaeological resources, including pottery, basketry, bottles, sites with coins 
or arrowheads, tools, structures, pit houses, petroglyphs and pictographs, graves and human skeletons. 
No person may sell or buy any archaeological resource which was illegally acquired. Penalties for those 
convicted of violating ARPA are:

 1.   First Offense: a person who breaks this law for the first time may be fined $100,000 and spend 
one year in jail. If the cost of repairing the damage exceeds $500, the offender may receive a 
fine of $250,000 and spend two years in jail.

 2.   Second offense: a person who breaks this law for the second time may be fined $250,000 and 
spend five years in jail.

 3.   Vehicles and other equipment used in breaking this law may be confiscated. ARPA provides re-
wards to people who supply information leading to the arrest and conviction of ARPA violators.

ARPA applies to all public lands, including those administered by the US Forest Service, Bureau of Land 
Management, the military, Fish and Wildlife Service, National Park Service and the Bureau of Reclamation.

People enjoying the out-of-doors occasionally find archaeological sites and wonder what they should do. 
Locations where there are petroglyphs or artifacts are sacred places to the descendants of the ancient 
people who made them. Always leave artifacts where they were found, including small surface finds such 
as potsherds and stone flakes. Discoveries of rare or unusual artifacts and sites should be reported to 
the land managing agency or in the case of private lands, to a local agency archaeologist or the State 
Historic Preservation Office.

Some people who dig in sites are engaged in an illegal market activity, may be armed with weapons, and 
should be considered dangerous. Never approach someone you see digging in sites or collecting arti-
facts. Instead, record information about them - their physical description, what they were seen doing, the 
license number of their vehicle - and immediately report them to a local law enforcement agency.

*Adapted from Intrigue of the Past. A Teacher’s Activity Guide for Fourth through Seventh Grades, Bureau of Land 
Management, 1993, p. 105.)

Modern vandalism.
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PROTECTING THE PAST: TO DO AND NOT TO DO

Student Information Sheet*

 1.   Do not step on petroglyphs. Walk carefully, so as not to create erosion, cause rocks to fall or 
disturb animals. If you see an animal, leave it alone. If you see a flower, leave it for others to 
enjoy. Watch out for cacti. 

 2.   Admire petroglyphs with your eyes and record them with your camera or in your recording 
book. We do not touch petroglyphs, because they may be sacred and the oil from our hands 
may damage them. 

 3.   If you find an artifact, you may pick it up, and as you hold it, think about the person who made 
it. Then put it back where you found it and draw it in your recording book. Do not make piles of 
artifacts or take any home.

 4.   Even if the petroglyph is difficult to see, re-pecking, chalking or re-painting doesn’t restore it, 
but rather ruins the original.

 5.   Digging in an archaeological site ruins the layers of history. 

 6.   If you build a campfire, be sure it is not near any petroglyph or archaeological site. The smoke 
and heat will create damage.

 7.   Respect the culture of the people who created the petroglyphs.  Ancient sites are sacred 
places to the Pueblo people. Tagging, painting your name over petroglyphs or shooting at them 
is disrespectful and is against the law.

 8.   If you see litter such as modern cans, plastic or paper, please pick it up and put it into the 
class trash bags. Do not pick up glass. Remember to put all of your lunch trash back into your 
backpack or lunch box.

*Adapted from Intrigue of the Past. A Teacher’s Activity Guide for Fourth through Seventh Grades, Bureau of Land 
Management, 1993, pp. 25-26.)

 Lead air rifle pellet embedded in petroglyph.
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Activity 1. Dilemma Cards

DILEMMA 1

You are with your class on a field trip to study the petroglyphs on Mesa Prieta. As you are all hiking up 
the Mesa, a man and woman pass you going down. You notice that the man is carrying a brown paper 
bag. When you reach one of the petroglyph panels, you see two names in fresh red paint that has been 
sprayed on several of the petroglyphs. What do you do?

 1.  Go back to the man and woman and tell them it is against the law to damage petroglyphs.

 2.  Do nothing, mind your own business.

 3.  Sneak back to their car and write down their license plate number.

 4.  Ask your teacher to make a citizen’s arrest.

 5.   Ask your teacher if you and one of the adults can hike up to Katherine  Wells’ house to tell 
her what happened.

 6.  Ask your teacher to call the police on her cell phone.

 7.  Other.

Unit 17: Tsikw’aye (Mesa Prieta) Ethics
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DILEMMA 2

On your class field trip to Mesa Prieta you notice that one of the students has found an arrow point 
and after looking at it she put it in her pocket. What do you do?

 1.  Act as if you didn’t see what happened and let her take the arrow point home.

 2.  Decide that if you find an arrow point you will also keep it.

 3.  Tell the teacher what you saw.

 4.  Ask the student to put it back where she found it.

 5.  Tell the student that if she doesn’t give the arrow point to you, you will tell the teacher.

 6.  Ask the teacher to call the police on her cell phone.

 7.  Other.
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DILEMMA 3

You and your parents are driving along County Road 57 and slow down by the Wells Petroglyph Pre-
serve parking area to look at the petroglyphs. You see two teens with a pistol shooting at the petro-
glyphs. What do you do?

 1.   Ask your dad to shout at the teens to stop shooting at the petroglyphs because it is against 
the law.

 2.  Ask your mom to drive slowly enough to write down a description of the teens.

 3.  Ask your dad to call the police as soon as you get to town.

 4.  Ask your mom to stop at a neighbor’s and phone Vecinos del Rio.

 5.  Ask your mom to speed up and get out of there before the teens start shooting at your car. 

 6.  Do nothing because it would be dangerous to get involved.

 7.  Other.

Unit 17: Tsikw’aye (Mesa Prieta) Ethics
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DILEMMA 4

Your class took a field trip to study the petroglyphs on Mesa Prieta. Your friends are angry because 
their class didn’t get to go so they decide go on their own. They ask you join them. You know that it is 
private property and you must have permission to hike there. What do you do?

 1.  Tell your friends that it is private property and they must have permission to hike there. 

 2.  Suggest that you call Vecinos del Rio to ask for permission.

 3.  Don’t go with your friends because you don’t want to get in trouble.

 4.  Tell the principal what your friends are planning to do.

 5.  Since you know where the property is, you volunteer to lead your friends on a hike.

 6.  Other.
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DILEMMA 5

You are a judge in a case where a man has been charged with the removal of petroglyphs from Mesa 
Prieta and selling them through an illegal market. He has been unemployed and is using the money to 
buy food for his family. What do you do?

 1.  Put him in prison for nine months.

 2.  Fine him $5000.

 3.  Release him with a warning.

 4.   Fine him $100. Inform him that there are social services to help him support his family, so 
that he does not have to destroy the rock art. 

 5.   Sentence him to 100 hours of community service, requiring him to give talks to schools 
about the importance of protecting archaeological sites.

 6.  Other.

Unit 17: Tsikw’aye (Mesa Prieta) Ethics
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DILEMMA 6

On your class field trip to Mesa Prieta, the leader has asked everyone to stay on the trails so that the 
vegetation doesn’t get trampled and the hillside isn’t eroded. You notice a girl at the back of the line 
who cuts across the hillside to get to a petroglyph before some of her friends. What do you do?

 1.  Tell your teacher what she did.

 2.  Talk to the girl about the reasons for staying on the trail.

 3.  Jump out in front of her so that you can get to the petroglyph first.

 4.  Tell the leader that she is a troublemaker and never follows directions.

 5.  Other.
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DILEMMA 7

You are on a class hike up Mesa Prieta to see the petroglyphs. You have all climbed to the top of the 
ridge and the leader says that it is time for lunch. As everyone is taking out their lunch, you notice a 
boy who doesn’t like his sandwich, hiding it, wrapper and all, under a rock. What do you do?

 1.   Explain to the boy that it is not right to litter and if an animal tried to eat it, the wrapper 
might make it ill.

 2.  Tell the leader what the boy did.

 3.  Offer to eat the sandwich and make sure not to leave the wrapper.

 4.  Make an example of the boy so that no one else will leave trash.

 5.  Other.

Unit 17: Tsikw’aye (Mesa Prieta) Ethics
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DILEMMA 8

At the beginning of the hike up Mesa Prieta, the leader explains that it is important not to touch the 
glyphs because the oil from your hands will damage them, and because they are sacred. He also asked 
that no one climb on the rocks with petroglyphs because the patina will wear off. You notice one of 
your friends has left the group, climbed up on a large boulder and is tracing a petroglyph with chalk. 
What do you do?

 1.   Quietly go up to your friend and remind him what the leader said. Ask him to come down 
right away.

 2.  Join your friend and help him outline another petroglyph.

 3.  Call out to the leader and point to where your friend is on the boulder.

 4.   When you get back to school, ask the principal to call the police and report the student who 
was vandalizing the petroglyphs.

 5.  Other.
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DILEMMA 9

You are riding your bicycle with a friend when she suddenly pulls off the road. She has noticed that the 
Wells Petroglyph Preserve gate is open and this road leads up to the top of Mesa Prieta. You know that 
it is against the law to trespass and that bicycles often damage plants and archaeological sites. What 
do you do?

 1.  Explain to your friend the reasons why you should not go up the driveway. 

 2.   Tell your friend that you just remembered that your father needs you to help him hoe the 
chile.

 3.   When you tell your friend not to go up the driveway, she calls you a scaredy cat. You decide 
to go along with your friend and hope you don’t get caught.

 4.   When you get near Katherine Wells’ house, you jump off your bike and run up to tell her 
what your friend is doing.

 5.  Other.

Unit 17: Tsikw’aye (Mesa Prieta) Ethics
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Vocabulario Unidad 17: La ética de Tsikw’aye (Mesa Prieta)

☛     Dilema:  una situación en la que es difícil decidir como proceder.

☛     Éticas:  pensamientos y comportamientos sobre lo que está bien y lo que está mal. Un 
sistema de principios morales.

Unidad 17: La ética de Tsikw’aye (Mesa Prieta)
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