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Discovering Archaeological Sites

Archaeological sites can be discovered in many ways. They are generally classified in 
six major categories: fortuitous discovery, predictive modeling, consultation, 
aerial-based remote sensing, ground-based remote sensing, and surface survey 
(Table 5.2).

FORTUITOUS DISCOVERY

Fortuitous discovery happens when sites are found without any deliberate attempt to 
do so. Common examples include farmers discovering sites as they plow fields; construc-
tion workers uncovering sites as they build roads, bridges, and buildings; and people 
casually detecting artifacts in eroded embankments or lying along the water’s edge.

PREDICTIVE MODELING AND CONSULTATION

Predictive modeling involves forecasting where sites are likely to be found by factoring 
in such things as terrain, weather, and access to resources and transportation routes. 
Geographic information systems (GIS) software is often incorporated in predictive 
modeling.

Consultation involves seeking information from historical documents and advice 
from other people. Many sites have been discovered based on historical records. 

Archaeologists have also been slow to recognize 
that archaeology must accommodate people who 
have disabilities, despite antidiscrimination laws 
that prevent people with disabilities from being 
excluded in the workplace and denied access to 
higher education (Fraser 2007; Phillips and Gilchrist 
2012; Enabled Archaeology Foundation n.d.). There 
is a growing understanding in the discipline that it 
must become more inclusive, not only to improve 
and nuance our interpretations of people in the past, 
but also to ensure our discipline does not actively 
exclude and create barriers for people with disabili-
ties. The Inclusive Curriculum Project in Britain, for 
instance, has sought to make archaeological field ex-
periences more inclusive and accessible for students 
by creating a toolkit called the Archaeological Skills 

Self-Evaluation Tool Kit (ASSET) and a handbook 
for educating archaeology students with disabilities 
(Phillips et al. 2007). This allows students to identify 
the abilities that they bring to the field. The toolkit is 
not only for students who have disabilities, but rather 
enables all students to assess their strengths and 
how they could be of benefit to an archaeological 
project.

Though archaeology has long remained the 
domain of men with power and privilege, studies ac-
knowledging archaeology’s history of exclusion and 
discrimination against people who don’t fit the white 
male mold are small steps forward for the discipline. 
Addressing inequality within the field will hopefully 
open archaeologists’ eyes to the problems in their 
discipline and fuel them to work toward change.
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