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Abstract

While stratigraphic relationships form the backbone of modern archaeological investigation, there
is little data on how well it is actually understood by practitioners. Two surveys were administered
via the BAJR Facebook page, the CiFA Diggers Forum and Bluesky to investigate the stratigraphic
literacy of archaeologists within the UK. The responses were analysed using statistical testing to
investigate if there were any factors which correlated with stratigraphic literacy. The surveys found
that stratigraphic literacy was surprisingly low in UK archaeology, with only 58.8% of questions
answered correctly. While two surveys can not possibly go into enough depth to fully understand
the scale of the problem, it raises questions about the level of stratigraphic literacy within the UK
archaeological sector. In light of the survey results it is concluded that practitioners, in all portions
of the sector, would benefit from increased training in stratigraphic principles.

Introduction

Stratigraphic recording is the bedrock of modern archaeology, allowing for complex chronological
relationships to be recorded in a standardised format. All archaeological sites are stratified to some
degree (Harris 1987, 29), and within the UK the majority of sites are excavated context by context
(ideally in reverse stratigraphic order), rather than in arbitrary spits or boxes. Excavation is
inherently destructive, and stratigraphic relationships provide a record of the site formation
process. This is vital for both the dating and interpretation of features, as well as forming the
scaffolding of site reports. Accurate stratigraphic records allow for the ‘re-excavation’ of a site after
the event, a key element of preservation by record. Indeed, a recent research project highlighted
the importance of stratigraphic recording for ensuring that archaeological data can be reused for
future research and concluded that they should be a standard inclusion of the site archive (May et
al. 2023). Additionally, stratigraphic matrices have been proposed as a key component of 3D
reconstructions (Demetrescu 2015).

The rules of stratigraphy, as defined by Harris, seem simple on paper: (1) if context A covers
context B, context A must be of a later date (the law of superposition), (2) deposits will either be
bound by a basin of deposition (normally the result of a negative feature or a cut) or thin down to
a feather edge (the law of original continuity) and (3) a context takes its place in the stratigraphic
sequence from its position between the undermost (earliest) context which lies above it and the
uppermost (or latest) context which lies below it, both must have physical contact with the
context, and all other relationships are considered redundant (the law of stratigraphic succession)
(Harris 1987, 33-5). To put it simply, a context can only have a stratigraphically above or below
contexts that it touches, and its place in the stratigraphic sequence is determined by the site
formation process that came immediately before and immediately after the formation of the
context in question. However, in practice, stratigraphy can be complex and confusing, particularly
when archaeological features are densely packed and intercutting, as happens on deeply stratified
sites.

Itis, in the author’s experience, broadly assumed that all archaeologists working within the UK
have a good understanding of stratigraphy. The context sheets employed by most commercial
units include boxes for recording the contexts stratigraphically above and below each individual



context?, and the stratigraphic relationships of contexts are normally included within technical site
reports. However, there have been limited studies on the actual stratigraphic literacy of
archaeologists in the UK, despite the importance of this data to the integrity of the archaeological
records produced by excavation. This paper seeks to provide a snapshot of the stratigraphic
understanding of the UK archaeological sector, as well as measuring practitioners’ views on its
importance to the discipline.

Materials and Methods

Two surveys, consisting of 16 and 18 questions (Supplementary information), were distributed via
the social networking site Bluesky and the Facebook pages for the British Archaeological Job
Resource (BAJR) and the CiFA Diggers Forum during the months of September 2025 and January
2026. After the first survey was completed, a second was designed to collect further information
on the trends observed. No identifying information was collected as part of either survey, and the
surveys complied fully with GDPR.

Both surveys were divided into two parts. The first part collected information about the
participant’s archaeological career, role in the sector and interaction with matrices. The second
part was comprised of questions which asked about stratigraphy and recording in relation to a
section drawing (Figure 1, Figure 2).

'AOC Archaeology (AOC), Pre-Construct Archaeology (PCA), Museum of London Archaeology (MOLA), Oxford
Archaeology (OA), Compass Archaeology, Archaeology South East (ASE), Thames Valley Archaeology Service
(TVAS), Canterbury Archaeological Trust (CAT), CFA Archaeology (CFA) and Diggit Digital Recording
Application have all been confirmed by the author to contain matrix boxes on their recording forms.
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Figure 2: Section used in Survey 2. (x)=fill or layer, [x]=cut, ["]=timber



The section drawing used within the initial survey was designed as a teaching resource for the
University of Reading’s ‘Matrix of the Week’ challenge in 2023 by the author, drawing from her
experience of working on urban excavations. The section drawing used in the second survey was
specifically designed for the survey to investigate what types of stratigraphy most commonly
correlate with mistakes.

Stratigraphy is a wider subject than simply understanding and recording stratigraphic relationships,
and in the field a wide range of information is available to inform archaeologists of the nature of
their contexts. Understanding wider site formation processes is a large part of stratigraphic
analysis as is being able to recognise different features and strata within the soil. However, being
able to accurately recognise and record stratigraphic relationships between contexts is the
foundation of single context recording, the system most commonly used within British field
archaeology. In order to test respondents understanding of stratigraphic relationships (here
defined as what is stratigraphically above and below a given context) as directly as possible, clearly
labeled sections were utilised. While best practice dictates that stratigraphic relationships should
be deduced in the field, as features are three dimensional in nature, it would have been
impractical to represent this within an online survey. A section drawing was deemed an acceptable
substitute, as the practice of deducing stratigraphic relationships from sections is widely used both
when teaching stratigraphy in the classroom and when quality assuring records during post-
excavation.

While recording archaeological features is inherently subjective (where one draws the line
between different contexts for instance), when observing drawn records there is only one correct
answer, dictated by the laws laid out by Harris. Both sections used in this study were
independently matricated by three separate experts: the author, Rebecca Haslam of AOC
Archaeology Group and Amanda Clarke of the University of Reading, all of whom produced the
same sequence. Both Rebecca Haslam and Amanda Clarke were selected because they are
established, respected archaeologists who have taught courses on stratigraphy and site formation
processes for academic and commercial portions of the sector.

Matrices are often used for a range of interpretive tasks, including the phasing and dating of sites.
Phasing is largely interpretive and takes into account not only the stratigraphic relationships but
also the artifacts and ecofacts, as well as the landscape of the whole site and site formation
processes. Unlike stratigraphic relationships, phasing is subjective and rarely has a ‘correct’ answer,
but rather a range of possibilities. An example of a phased and unphased matrix can be seen in
Figure 3. It is worth noting that while the stratigraphic relationships are the same in both matrices,
the actual interpretation between the two is very different. While the two things are often
conflated, the creation of a stratigraphic matrix, and the phasing of a matrix are distinct tasks. As
phasing a matrix requires far more information than creating one, and is inherently interpretive in
nature, it has not been investigated within this study.
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Figure 3: Example of an unphased (A) and phased (B) stratigraphic matrix

Three of the questions in the first survey about the section drawing were based on the
stratigraphic relationship between features and aimed to assess respondents’ understanding of:
simple stratigraphy (one feature within a layer), complex stratigraphy (two intercutting features)
and the interaction between masonry and stratigraphy. The fourth question aimed to assess
participants use of the phrase ‘primary fill’ as it is a commonly used, but seldom defined, term
within UK archaeological reports.

The questions in the second survey sought to further illuminate where respondents were going
wrong. The first question was designed to assess simple stratigraphy in a scenario where the
feature had a physical relationship with multiple contexts, while the second and fourth questions
dealt with intercutting features, and the third question dealt with a barrel well which has complex
stratigraphy. A composite score was created for the second survey encompassing all four
stratigraphic questions, which was used as a proxy for stratigraphic literacy. The results of the
second survey were statistically compared using Chi-squared (p < 0.05) to compare overall
datasets.



Results

A total of 163 survey responses were collected from the first survey and 144 from the second. As
no identifying information was taken it is impossible to ascertain if individuals took both surveys,
but it is probable that a degree of overlap was present. To avoid double counting individuals who
took both surveys, only the composite scores of the second survey were calculated and analyzed
for this study. The raw data from both surveys has been provided in the supplementary
information.

Both surveys had respondents representing a wide cross section of the sector, however the
majority of responses came from people working in commercial archaeology in both cases (n=121,
74.2% and n=84, 58.2%) (Table 1). This is in keeping with the current employment of archaeologists
within the UK, with commercial archaeology making up roughly 73% of the sector in 2023-24
(Aitchinson and Rocks-MacQueen 2025). The survey respondents were primarily archaeologists
with 10+ years in the sector (n=103, 63.1% and n=79, 54.8%) (Table 2), however all career stages
were represented to some degree.

Table 1: Part of sector respondents work in

Part of Sector Survey 1 (n) | Survey 1 (%) | Survey 2 (n) | Survey 2 (%)
Commercial (including consultancy) 121 74.2 84 58.3
Academic 18 11.0 18 12.5
Local Authority/ Monitoring Body 9 5.5 12 8.3
Public Archaeology 6 3.6 4 2.7
Other (including museums and 6 3.6 10 6.9
freelance specialists)
Combination 3 1.8 16 11.1
Table 2: Years of archaeological experience of survey respondents
Experience Survey 1 (n) Survey 1 (%) Survey 2 (n) Survey 2 (%)
<1 year 6 3.6 15 104
1-5 years 28 17.1 23 15.9
5-10 years 26 15.9 27 18.7
10+ years 103 63.1 79 54.8

Stratigraphic matrices appeared to be commonly utilised with the majority of archaeologists
creating them in some form on most sites (n=88, 54.0%) (Table 3), and the majority of

respondents both creating matrices and reading them as part of their duties (n=81, 56.2%) (Table
4). It should be kept in mind that not all roles within the archaeological sector will necessitate the
creation of a stratigraphic matrix. Roles such as finds specialists, consultants and monitors are all

unlikely to be creating matrices, though they may use existing ones for interpretation.



Table 3: How frequently respondents create stratigraphic matrices on a scale of 1-5 with 1 being
never and 5 being every site (Survey 1).

Importance Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents
Never (1) 33 20.2
Very occasionally (2) 28 17.2
Sometimes (3) 14 8.6
Frequently (4) 15 9.2
Every site (5) 73 44.8

Table 4: How respondents interact with matrices (survey 2)

Interaction with matrices Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents

Creation (including matrix boxes 33 229

on recording forms, running site

matrices and formal matrices in
post-excavation)

Reading (using matrix data you 19 13.2
did not produce for writing
reports, contextualising finds,
understanding reports, QAing
records etc.)

Both creation and reading 81 56.2

| do not interact with matrices 11 7.6
as part of my job

Opinions on the importance of stratigraphic matrices were uniform, with the majority (n=147,
90.18%) scoring them as 5 (integral to understanding a site) or 4 (very important to understanding
a site) (Table 5).

Table 5: How important respondents felt stratigraphic matrices are to understanding a site with 1
being useless and 5 being integral (Survey 1)

Importance Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents
Useless (1) 1 0.6
Not very important (2) 2 1.2
Somewhat important (3) 13 8.0
Very important (4) 38 23.3
Integral (5) 109 66.9

Training on the creation and use of stratigraphic matrices was widespread, occurring both through
university programs and commercial employers (n=145, 89.0%) (Table 6). The amount and timing
of training also varied, however most respondents reported receiving less than a full days worth of



formal (taught) training (n=88, 61.5%), with this last received over 10 years ago (n=54, 37.5%)
(Tables 7 and 8).

Table 6: Place of stratigraphic training (Survey 1)

Training received Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents

None 16 9.8

Training received at university 35 215
Training received at work 45 27.6
Training received both at 65 39.9

university and at work
Training received by other 2 1.2
institution

Table 7: Amount of formal (taught) stratigraphic training received (Survey 2)

Amount of training received Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents

An hour or less (a single short 24 16.8
lecture or similar)

Several hours but less than a full 64 44.8
days worth (multiple
lectures/workshops or similar)

A full days worth (a day 10 7.0
course/workshop/ect)

More than a days worth 22 15.4
No Training 23 16.1

Table 8: When respondents last received formal (taught) stratigraphic training (Survey 2)

When the last instance of Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents
training was delivered
Less than one year ago 17 11.8
1-5 years ago 36 25.0
5-10 years ago 19 13.2
10+ years ago 54 37.5
Never received formal training 18 12.5

The survey thus establishes that stratigraphic matrices are very commonly utilised by
archaeologists in the UK and that practitioners overwhelmingly agree on their importance for
understanding and interpreting site data. Several hours of stratigraphic training is common, though
individuals can go over a decade without a formal refresher.

The second half of both surveys asked questions about the stratigraphic position of contexts
presented in a section drawing. The questions asked what context(s) would be placed immediately




above or below on a Harris matrix, and sought to recreate how these features would be recorded
on site. This paper will primarily focus on the results from the second survey, but the results of
both surveys are fully presented in the supplementary information. The matrices which were
considered correct are displayed in Figure 4. The questions which respondents struggled with most
were those concerning a pit cut into a single layer (63% of answers correct) and the barrel well
(6.4% of answers correct). The overall composite scores from Survey 2 are presented in Table 9.
The scores from both surveys have not been combined to control for individuals who may have
taken both surveys. The results compared to various factors are presented in Table 10.

A B

Figure 4: Correct matrices for Survey I (a) and Survey 2 (b)
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Table 9: Answers to the questions concerning the stratigraphic position of contexts displayed in the
section. This combined score was taken as a proxy for stratigraphic literacy (Survey 2)

Number of Answers

Percentage of Answers

Correct

336

58.8

Incorrect

227

41.2

Table 10: Composite Answers Against Various Factors. * indicates statistical significance with p <

0.05

Part of sector
Commercial
Academic
Local Authority
Public Archaeology
Other
Combination
Years of Experience
Under 1 Year
1-5 Years
5-10 Years
10+ Years
Degree
BA/BSc
MA/MSc
PhD
No Degree
Interaction with Matrices *
Creation
Reading
Both
Neither

Correct

(n)

210
36
29

9
17
35

30
49
71
186

94
141
79
22

65
29
219
23

Last Instance of Formal Stratigraphic Training

Within the Last Year
1-5 Years Ago
5-10 Years Ago
10+ Years Ago

Never Received Training

44
77
47

131
37

Amount of Formal Stratigraphic Training Received *

An Hour or Less

Several Hours but Less Than a Day

A Day
More than a Day
No Training

43
124
35
88
45

11

Correct (%)

62.7
52.9
58.3
42.9
53.6
50.0

50.8
52.2
65.7
59.9

60.9
59.3
58.3
50.0

50.4
39.2
68.4
57.5

64.2
53.9
62.7
60.7
53.6

45.3
54.7
77.8
74.6
54.2

Incorrect Incorrect
(n) (%)
124 37.3
32 47.1
19 41.7
7 57.1
20 46.4
25 50.0
29 49.2
43 47.8
37 34.3
118 40.1
57 39.1
95 40.7
53 41.7
22 50.0
64 49.6
45 60.8
101 31.6
17 42.5
23 35.8
64 46.1
28 37.3
80 39.3
32 46.4
52 54.7
99 45.3
10 22.2
26 25.4
38 45.8



Participation in Training *

Formally Trains Other Colleagues 35 55.0 25 45.0
Informally Trains Other Colleagues 168 60.5 108 39.5
Both Formally and Informally Trains Other 98 71.1 37 28.9
Colleagues
Does Not Help Train Colleagues 35 38.0 57 62.0
Degree of Confidence in Stratigraphic Ability *
1- Not Confident at All 1 6.3 15 93.8
2- Not Very Confident 26 50.0 26 50.0
3- Neither Confident or Unconfident 47 45.6 56 54.4
4- Somewhat Confident 108 61.5 66 38.5
5- Very Confident 149 69.7 59 30.3
Discussion

The survey provides an interesting snapshot of the profession, with results somewhat biased
towards older and more established archaeologists in the commercial sector. This is probably due
both to where the survey was distributed (anecdotal evidence suggests that Facebook is primarily
used by older people, and both BAIR and the Diggers Forum are primarily used by archaeologists in
the commercial sector) and the fact that all surveys are somewhat self-selecting in that
respondents must be interested enough to fill them in. The forums used to disseminate the survey
will have inevitably impacted who responded. Bluesky was chosen as a platform which is used
primarily by early career academics, however future studies should consider alternate platforms to
try and boost responses from the sector. Similarly the lack of links on social media used by younger
audiences (such as Instagram) is likely to have contributed to the under-representation of early
career archaeologists.

While only a small portion of UK archaeologists filled out the surveys (between 2.1-2.3%
(Aitchinson et al. 2021)), for the purposes of the study this sample is considered to be largely
representative, though it must be kept in mind that biases inevitably exist within the data. These
biases are likely to select for archaeologists who are both experienced and interested in
stratigraphy, and thus in theory should over represent the stratigraphic literacy of the profession.
The author acknowledges that many field archaeologists fall within the younger cohort, who are
under-represented. However, as the biases in the data are more likely to inflate, rather than
deflate, the level of stratigraphic literacy, it can be argued that the data can still serve as a red flag,
and be used as a general guide, despite not perfectly modeling the sector.

The results are fairly conclusive in that the majority of archaeologists feel that stratigraphic
matrices are important for understanding and interpreting sites (n=149, 90.2%), and that a
significant portion of them (n=133, 92.4%) actively use matrices as part of their jobs.

It is then, perhaps, somewhat surprising that no similar trend existed when examining stratigraphic
literacy in the profession. The results suggest that stratigraphic literacy is fairly low amongst
archaeologists throughout the sector (58.8%), with the problem persisting regardless of
experience.

The factors which were statistically significant at p> 0.05 were: how archaeologists interact with

matrices, the amount of training received, whether respondents helped to train others and
respondents degree of confidence. Practice and training both help to build stratigraphic literacy.
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Creating and reading matrices, as well as helping to informally train colleagues reinforce
stratigraphic understanding. Similarly, archaeologists seem able to roughly judge their abilities,
though it is worth noting that even the most confident and highest preforming group still did not
correctly answer the questions in 30.3% of cases.

It is surprising that neither amount of experience in the field nor how recently respondents had
received training correlated with stratigraphic literacy. This suggests that formal training is
required (archaeologists do not learn simply from being in the field), but that amount of training
matters more than how recently it occurred.

Analysis of the incorrect answers shows that 43.1% (n=100) recorded the physical rather than the
stratigraphic relationship. This reveals a fundamental misunderstanding of one of the key recording
methodologies used throughout UK archaeology. Stratigraphic relationships record the
chronological order in which events happened to create the features observed (Harris 1989).
Physical relationships, or what contexts are physically touching, can provide important data in and
of themselves, primarily when trying to understand intrusive or residual material, however they do
not inform on the site formation process. By confusing the two, the understanding of the site shifts
dramatically. Interestingly, this mistake was most commonly made on question 1, which dealt with
a pit cut into a single layer (31.21% of answers), rather than the questions that dealt with complex
or intercutting features (c. 7-13%). As simple stratigraphy is the most common form of
stratigraphy encountered on the majority of UK sites, this is a troubling trend.

It is worth discussing the barrel well separately, as only 6.4% of respondents correctly answered
this question. Barrel wells are somewhat notorious for being difficult to correctly represent on a
stratigraphic matrix. This example was included to try to identify respondents interactions with
stratigraphy that is complex or unusual. Barrel wells, while not extremely common in the UK, are
an example of a complex feature that can easily occur on both rural and urban sites, and require a
systematic application of Harris’ laws to correctly record.

The reason that both (10) and (12) are under (7) is because stratigraphically they have no direct
relationship with each other, as (10) and (12) do not touch. While a phased matrix would likely
place (10) in an earlier phase than (12), as interpretatively it is probable that (10) is construction
backfill and (12) is disuse, stratigraphically they both come immediately below (7). As (15), (14),
(12) and (10) are banked up against (9), with no recorded cut, (9) must be stratigraphically earlier.

While this may seem like a trick question based on minutia, how archaeologists deal with
unfamiliar or unintuitive features is important, and tests how well the logic of stratigraphy is
understood. Stratigraphic literacy requires both the ability to understand and apply the principles,
regardless of if the feature type is familiar. After all, excavations often reveal the unexpected, and
there are several feature types which present more unintuitive or complex sequences than simple
cut and fill, such as covered drains, buildings and masonry features. While most sites will not
contain anything as complex as the example used in the survey, most sites will contain a wide
range of features, many of which may be outside of the experience of any single archaeologist. As
such, to begin to understand the level of stratigraphic literacy in the sector, difficult examples,
outside of what might be considered the ‘bread and butter’ of the field need to be included within
any study. If the barrel well is removed from the overall composite scores, they do, predictably,
improve (76.5% of answers correct in comparison to 58.8%). However, this does not negate the
overall findings of this study (a quarter of questions being answered incorrectly still has
implications for the sector worth consideration), nor should the results be dismissed simply

13



because the question was difficult for the majority of respondents. Complex features are not a
theoretical anomaly, but a reality on many sites.

In light of the difficulty respondents had with the barrel well, it is worth also looking at the answers
to the first survey, if only on a superficial level. The question with the poorest outcomes asked
which context(s) were directly below Pit [9]. As with the barrel well, the correct answer was two
contexts (in this case (2) and (10)). Only 39.9% (n=65) of respondents answered correctly, and the
most common wrong response listed only the fill (2) but not the layer (10). There are many reasons
why respondents may have struggled with this question, as with the barrel well it is a more
nuanced set of relationships. That having been said, it is striking that the questions which proved
most difficult on both surveys involved answers that would create a branch on a matrix. Further
work should perhaps focus on identifying why these relationships proved so challenging, isolating
if the problem lay in 1) how the section was drawn and labeled, 2) the complexity of the features,
or 3) the distinction between physical relationships (I.E listing all contexts which touch) and
multiple contexts being directly stratigraphically related.

This survey clearly illustrates that stratigraphic literacy outcomes are improved when individuals
have at least one full day of formal training (formal here defined as taught via lecture or workshop
by a dedicated trainer as opposed to discussed with colleagues), with the number of correct
answers increasing from 54.7% to 77.8% but it also revealed the rather troubling result that many
individuals who are providing training, both formally and informally, do not fully understand
stratigraphy themselves. Of the answers given by individuals who participate in training others
(either formally, informally or both), only 62.8% (n=296) were correct. Individuals who trained
others in both a formal and informal setting had the highest stratigraphic literacy (71.1% answers
correct), most probably because they represent individuals who are both on site and thus
constantly practicing, and are in a position to help colleagues. Individuals who only trained others
in a formal setting had the lowest score with only 55.0% of answers correct, perhaps reflecting
individuals who are not actively site based and thus do not constantly practice. If people are being
taught by others who do not fully understand stratigraphy, then problems in understanding can
easily become compounded. Interestingly, this problem appears to be most prevalent in formal,
rather than informal teaching of stratigraphy. This suggests that the issue is deeply rooted, and not
easily fixed simply by formalising the training process or adding more training opportunities.
Perhaps integrating a regular system of discussion and “peer review” for all archaeologists involved
in matrix creation would be a helpful approach, particularly on site where examples can be
discussed as they are recorded. Such a system would emphasise practice as well as being able to
articulate why recording decisions have been made, both of which are likely to improve
understanding. This would mirror informal training methods, and the increased number of people
involved in a discussion would perhaps negate the problem of poorly trained trainers, though there
is currently no data to show if such a system would be successful or how it might be implemented
on a wide scale. A larger discussion about training methods, as well as who would be responsible
for implementing them (CIfA? Universities? Commercial Units?) is clearly necessary in light of the
results of this survey.

This study implies that there may be a hidden crisis within UK archaeology which currently is not
being addressed, and which has the potential to impact a large number of archaeological records
being created within this country, both by commercial and academic archaeologists. The Matrix
project established the importance of publishing digital stratigraphic data as part of site reports to
ensure that archaeological data conforms to the F.A.I.R (Findable, Accessible, Interoperable and
Reusable) principles increasingly being applied across research in all fields (May et al. 2023).
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However, if the provided stratigraphic information is not correct, then it is of little use, or worse,
will only serve to obfuscate the actual site formation process. A small mistake in the field can easily
cause a substantial number of problems later in the analysis process. To use an example from
Survey 2, pit [3] was commonly recorded as being cut into layer (7) instead of layer (1). For the
sake of illustration, assume pit [3] contained no artifacts, layer (1) contained medieval pottery and
layer (7) contained Roman pottery. Whether the pit was Roman or medieval in that case is
dependent on what finds were in the layer it was cut into. Similarly, if the pit did contain residual
artifacts, the date could easily be misleading without the stratigraphy to show that it must have
post-dated layer (1). This can have large knock-on effects for interpretation of sites, particularly
those where residual or intrusive material is common. Often, if the stratigraphy cannot be
determined a significant resolution of data is lost, particularly on sites where preservation of
artifacts is poor. Beyond site reports and grey literature, such errors can easily feed into larger
studies that primarily use secondary data. Indeed, secondary data is perhaps the greater risk when
such mistakes occur, as without the primary archive discrepancies are more easily overlooked, and
incorrect datasets can change larger interpretations about the past. Without the solid foundation
of accurate recording on site, archaeological data can quickly become a house of cards.

This can also have significant financial ramifications for projects. While this is perhaps less
concerning than the validity of data, it must be acknowledged that most archaeological projects
run on limited budgets. The increased amount of time spent trying to untangle sites where the
stratigraphy has been recorded incorrectly, in the cases that such mistakes are recognized,
inevitably eats into an already stretched budget. Often addressing these problems after the fact
requires the utilisation of several parts of the archive as well as significant detective work, and in
many cases once archaeologists have left site, the correct stratigraphic sequence cannot be
reconstructed, even if the recorded sequence can be recognised as incorrect.

While this study can only serve as a snapshot, and is far from exhaustive, it certainly would seem
to indicate that the discipline would benefit from steps to increase stratigraphic literacy within UK
archaeology. While more training clearly does create better outcomes, it is also worth considering
that the current model of training is ineffective. The solution is not simple, while this study has
shown there are gaps that need addressing, more research is required to pinpoint effective
approaches. The two most successful groups were people who had at least a full days’” worth of
training and those who taught colleges both formally and informally. The performance of the
second group suggests that active discussion, as generally occurs when teaching informally, is
potentially a more powerful tool for both students and trainers than lectures or worksheets.
Indeed, respondents who only taught colleagues informally (60.5% correct) did better than those
who only taught formally (55.0% correct). It is also possible that where these discussions are
happening has an impact, stratigraphy is much easier to understand and teach in the field where
real examples can be used to aid understanding. While more work is needed to fully understand
what changes may help remedy the situation, these preliminary results suggest that using a
recording system which encourages multiple archaeologists to confer on stratigraphic placement,
acting as a sort of ‘peer review’ during the field-work process may help both address mistakes and
develop stratigraphic literacy. This would not of course negate the need for the variety of post-
excavation checks such records are subject to, but it is likely to result in fewer mistakes being
made.

It is true that two surveys cannot possibly accurately capture every nuance of the problem. Online

surveys are, by their very nature, restricted. One must be careful with wording, be economical with
the number of questions and accept that certain compromises must be made — such as the use of
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a section drawing rather than an actual site to assess stratigraphic understanding. The results
presented during this study are largely based on a single section, and while they indicate a deeper
problem, it would be necessary to test these findings on a wider selection of stratigraphic
relationships to fully understand the issues raised by this survey. Further work on this subject
would be helpful to understand both the depth of the problem and potential solutions, however
this work is likely to be beyond the scope of an independent researcher and would necessitate
cooperation from various parts of the sector.

Conclusion

The survey responses indicate a potentially troubling trend within UK archaeology. The fact that
41.2% of the stratigraphic answers from the second survey were incorrect raises concerns
regarding the integrity of the data currently generated by the sector. This is compounded by the
confusion between physical and stratigraphic relationships, particularly in the case of simple
stratigraphy, which suggests a lack of understanding of stratigraphic principles and why
stratigraphy is important to the archaeological process. This does not stem from a feeling that
stratigraphy is unimportant to archaeological excavations, as c¢. 90% of respondents rated
stratigraphy as very important or integral to understanding sites.

Statistical testing showed that practice and training are predictors of stratigraphic literacy, however
problems in understanding are present throughout the sector and are not simply a factor of lack of
experience. A few hours of formal training are simply not enough, particularly as the survey also
stressed the issue of instructors not fully understanding stratigraphy themselves. As such,
addressing the problem has no easy or obvious solution. To truly address the issue, further work
on fully understanding the depth and scope of the problem, as well as assessing how best to teach
stratigraphy, needs to be undertaken.

Stratigraphic understanding has been a key part of UK archaeological strategy since the 1980s, and
it has long been assumed that archaeologists, once they pass a certain career stage, know and
understand stratigraphy. This survey reveals the underlying weakness in this assumption, and
hopefully can serve as a rallying cry for both increased training and further research into the best
ways to teach and maintain a high level of stratigraphic literacy within the sector.
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