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The Learning Page
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What is a Primary Source?

Simply put, primary sources are the
original items or records that have survived
from the past — such as clothing, letters,
photographs, and manuscripts. They were part
of a direct personal experience of a time or
event. The online collections of the Library
of Congress American Memory project
are comprised of primary sources. For the

purpose of contrast. it is important to

note that secondary sources are created

by documenting or analyzing someone
else’s experience to provide a perspective
or framework of a past event. They may
have been written long after an event

took place and include items such as
textbooks, encyclopedias, biographies, and
documentaries.
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Figure 2. Primary Source Examples
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Why use primary sources?

In words, pictures and sounds the Library

of Congress American Memory
collections... bring living history into our
classrooms.

Develop critical thinking skills...

Acquire empathy for the human
condition...
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Primary sources are snippets of history. They are
incomplete and often come without context. They
require students to be analytical. to examine sources
thoughtfully and to determine what else they need to
know to make inferences from the materials.

A ligh school student states, 1 learned that in order

1o do history, one must be objective and be able 1o
look at a puzzle of historical events and put them
tgether in order.”

Local history projects require students to “tell their
own stories” about familiar people. events. and
places. Memories from an adults” perspective
provide a rich glimpse of history that 1s not available
in a textbook. What evolves 1s the sense that world
history is also personal family history, which
provides a compelling context for student
understanding.

An elementary middle school teacher reports

that, ", finding information about topics that are of
importance 1o our local history is invaluable.
Students are excited by the fact that our local history
is archived nationally. This gives their immediate
cultural area importance in their eves.”

Primary sources help students relate in a personal
way [0 events of the past coming away with a
deeper understanding of history as a series of human
events.

A high school weacher reported that, “In sharing the
Whitman hospital lenters, 1 clearly saw a sheen of
tears in stclents ' eves and noted an avid interest in
Civil War soldiers as “people,” not simply as pallid

historical figures. ™



Consider different points of view in
analysis...

Understand the continuum of history...
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In analyzing primary sources, students move from
conerete observations and facts to making inferences
about the materials. "Point of view™ is one of the
most important inferences that can be drawn. What
is the intent of the speaker, of the photographer, of
the musician” How does that color one’s
interpretation or understanding of the evidence?

A high school teacher states that, “Discovering that
nvo people seeing the same primary sonrce
differenily creates a kind of dissonance that opens
up the meaning of the sonrce and creares new
understanding in learners.

It 1s difficult for students to understand that we all
participate in making history everyday. that each of
us in the course of our lives leave behind primary
source documentation that scholars vears hence
may examine as a record of “the past.” The
immediacy of first-person accounts of events is
compelling 1o most students.

“Comparisons of events of the past o evenls our
are students are engaged in daily helps to bring
“historv"” to the present and make it "live” for our
stuclents.”



Why Would | Use a Primary Source in

Teaching and Learning Activities?

For years. historians and educators across the curriculum have understood
the value of primary sources in K-12 education. Two key reasons for
including primary sources in the curriculum are:

1. Primary sources expose students to
multiple perspectives on great issues of the
past and present. The human experience.
after all. deals with matters that were
furiously debated by the participants.
Interpretations of the past are furiously
debated as well. among historians. policy
makers. politicians. and ordinary citizens.
By working with primary sources. students
can become involved in these debates.

2. Primary sources help students develop
knowledge. skills. and analytical abilities.
By dealing directly with primary sources.
students engage in asking questions.
thinking critically. making intelligent
inferences. and developing reasoned
explanations and interpretations of events
and issues in the past and present. Primary
sources also often provide a real-life
framework to apply skills leammed in the
¢lassroom. For example. using a chart
documenting production from a copper
mine in Bryson City. NC. students can
calculate information such as profits and
losses. and cycles of production.




Activity ldeas to Enhance Curriculum

The following suggestions for student activities can help you enhance your curriculum using
authentic artifacts, photographs. audio. music. and documents from the Library of Congress
and other sources.

Artifacts

Make a hypothesis about the use of

an unknown artifact pictured in an old
photograph. Use online and library research
to support or refute the hypothesis. Make a
presentation to the class to “show and tell”
the object, hypothesis. search methods. and
results.

Study an artifact and trace the development
of this invention over time (examples:
automobiles, tractors, trains. airplanes.
weapons). What can you find about the
technology. tools. and materials available
through time? Who used the invention in the
past? How is the invention used today?




Select a piece of fine art that appeals to

vour senses, Research the artist. the date

of the piece. and the medium. What does
information about the artist: the mediun. the
subject. and the composition tell you about
the prevailing attitudes and conditions of the
time period? (For example. What symbolism
15 used? How is perspective used? In what
roles are people portrayed? What is left out
of the composition?)

Use resources fo study faslnon trends. How
has fashion changed over time? How did
clothing styles reflect people’s work and their
roles in society? What clothung styles have
carmied over mito present tunes?

Photographs

Use an histonic photograph or film of a street scene. Give an oral description of the sights,
sounds. and smells that surround the scene. presenting evidence from the photograph
itself and other sources about the time penod. Exanune the mnage to find clues about the
economics and conunerce of the time,

Select a historical photograph or

film frame. Predict what will happen
one nunute and one hour after the
photograph or filin was taken. Explain
the reasoning belund your predictions

To encourage focus on detail. show
a photograph or film frame to the
classroom for three minutes and
then remove it. Have students draw
the contents of the image on a piece
of paper divided into a gnd of nine
sections. Repeat this exercise with
new unages and watch students’
ability to recall derail unprove




Audio

Research your family history by interviewing relatives. Use letters. audio recordings, and
videotape to compile a report o1 an unportant time for vour family. Make note of differing
recollections about the same event.

Work in teams to record interviews of older citizens in the community. Focus on and compile
interviews on one aspect of conununity life such as work. fanuly. or schools. Combine class
reports with historical images and documents to produce a

documentary on the history of vour commuuty.

Introduce an audio recording of a
famous political speech. Ask students
to think about and write down
umpressions while they listen to
the speech. What is the speaker’s
key message? What is the
speaker’s point of view? How
does the speaker’s oratory

style affect the impact of

the message? If the rext of

the speech is available, have
students compare 1npressions
from liearing the speech to
impressions from reading the
speech.

Have students listen 1o audio

recordings from old radio broadcasts

Compare the language. style of speaking.

and content to radio and relevision programs of

today. How does the content of the older radio broadcast

exemplify the events and prevailing attitudes of the time?

How does modern radio and television programming exemplify events
and attitudes of the present tme?



Music

Research and study lyrics of popular songs from the periods of World War I1. the Korean
War. and the Viemam War. What do the Iyrics tell you about public artitudes toward the war?
Inferview veterans of these wars about their perception of the accuracy of the information
the lyrics.

Have students search for events that have
mspired lynes i current popular music.

Have students compare present day events
and music 10 lyries from the past spired by
historical events. What are the similarities and
differences between present day and historical
songs and the events that inspired them?

Documents

Study historical maps of a city. state, or region
to find evidence of changzes in population.
indusiry, and settlement over time. Use other
resowrces to find and report on causes for the
changes you find. Use maps 1o illustrate your
descriprions of these changes.

Choose a famous. hustorical. publie building in
your area. Research blueprints or architectural
drawings of the building. With help from an
architect or librarian. compare the plans to the
building as it exists today. What changes do you
see? Why do you think the changes occuured?

Suggestions for using primary sources were
compiled from the National Digital Library’s
Educators” Fonun held in July, 1995 and from
the Library staff. Educators at the Forum. like
many throughout the country. know that lustory
comes alive for students who are plugged into
primary sources. These suggestions for student
activities can hielp you enhance your curriculum
using authentic artifacts, documents.
photographs. and manuscripts from the Library
of Congress and other sources.




Exploring American Memory

American Memory is an online gateway to rich pritnary resources relating to the his-
tory and culture of the United States. The site offers more than 10 million digital items
from more than 100 historical collections. Special collections include documents. film.
manuscripts. photographs. and sound recordings that rell the American story.
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Important Components on the American Memory Site

Browse Collections by Topic

This box presents a list of all of the digi-
tal collections of the American Memory
project organized by broad topics. The
collection finder is a good place to begin
exploring the vast collections or American
Memory. however. in order to find more
specific sources. you will need to use the
“Search All Collections™ box

(see Figure 1.).

“Browse Collections by Topic™ Box

Search All Collections

The Search All Collections box allows you 1o
search by keyword for items across all of the
collections. Here is where you will need to

20 to find specific items. For example. if you
wanted to find items on the Civil War in North
Carolina. you could type “Civil War in North
Carolina™ into the search box and find specific
items. Sometimes you have to be persistent
and creative with the search. because there are
millions of items the search engine searches
through.

=Search All Collections™ Box

The LIBRARY of CONG

AMTRICAN WIWDR

Figure 1. Browsing and Searching the LOC




What Do You See:
Photo Analysis Guide

Photo Analysis 5
What Do You See? Guide Activities
Observation Knowledge Intefpretation R
Describe exactly what you see in  Summarize what you  Say what you conclude from what
the photo. already know about you see.
the situation and time
What people and objects are period shown, and the 'What's going on in the picture?
shown? people and objects

that appear.

Who are the people and what are

How are they arranged? they doing?
What is the physical setting? What might be the function of the
objects?

What other details can you see?
What can we conclude about the

time period?

Further Research: What questions has the photo raised? What are some sources you can use to
find answers?

The Learning Page

http://memory.loc.gov/learn/educators/workshop/discover/guide4.html
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