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Using Primary Sources in the Classroom

Types of Artifacts: From Easiest to Hardest to Use

Folktales

Food

Children’s artifacts (toys, clothes, personal items)

Household artifacts

Work-Related Artifacts

Black and White Photographs
Paintings

Cartoons, Political Drawings

Songs

Documentary Films 

Television Shows

Oral Histories

Images of Artifacts

Typed Documents

Printed Documents

Hand-Written Documents

Foreign Language Documents

Levels of Historic Analysis and Comprehension

1. Describing the Primary Source

2. Identifying the Primary Source

3. Understanding the use or purpose of the Primary Source

4. Understanding the significance of the Primary Source (Requires familiarity with historic context)

5. Hypothesizing on existence or significance of related Primary Sources

Explaining these features to a new person- “Interpretation”

Ideas for Using Primary Sources

Though historians often interpret history though writing books, developing documentary films, or building exhibits, those methods are a bit beyond the average student. Encourage students to interpret history in varied and creative ways (not just writing exercises). Use the following ideas to help spark your imagination.

Mystery Artifacts:

Hand out unfamiliar objects to students. Ask them to hypothesize what they are, how they were used, and why they are no longer used. Have students research their ideas and ask them to bring in examples of what modern tools have replaced these older tools. 

Old Photographs:

Have students study each photograph and analyze them carefully. 


Frozen Tableau: Students take the roles of the people in the photo and comment on what their thoughts or emotions may have been at that moment.


Past Present Future: Students hypothesize what had happened at that location one hour before and one hour after the photo was taken. Have them draw pictures of those scenes and explain why they think those things may have been going on. 

Music:

Have groups of student’s research and learn a song from the past. Ask them to research the meanings of the words, explain the historical significance to the class, and sing it! Ask them to write a new song that describes contemporary attitudes or concerns.

Food/Cookbooks:

Have students analyze old recipes for evidence of change. How were ingredients different? What techniques have changed? How were things prepared differently and why? For the extra brave: a recipe!

Historic Letters:

Read historic letters and analyze them for their perspective. Compare what is written in the letter to what is described in the textbook. Why are their differences? Ask students to write a historic letter from a different perspective on the same event.

Dairies/Journals/Scrapbooks:

Read diaries for evidence of cultural history. Ask students to create a brief “Day in the Life of” skit that shows what the diary writer was describing.

Historic Documents:

Read treaties or other historic documents, and ask students to write a “newspaper article” of the time that would explain the significance of the document.

Political Cartoons:

Analyze the meaning of a historic cartoon, and ask students to create a new cartoon reflecting the opposite opinion. 

Maps/Paintings:

Ask students to identify what was shown, and what was excluded from a map or painting of a historic event. How does that reflect the biases of the maker? Ask students to create a list (or a new map or drawing) that shows what was excluded from the historic piece. Could the original maker have included those things? Why or why not?

Oral Recordings: 

Play recordings of famous speeches, and ask students to listen for and note particularly moving phrases or convincing parts. Afterwards, compare the lists that the students created, and analyze what made the speech effective. Ask students to create short speeches that mimic those techniques.

T.V./Radio Recordings:

As best you can, recreate the setting where the original broadcasting took place (darkened room, everyone in a circle on floor or comfortable chairs) and play the TV or radio pieces. Ask students to imagine what it would have been like to hear that information for the first time. Ask them to write a “Letter to the Editor” or to the president describing what their concerns might have been after hearing those pieces. 

Other ideas for Interpretation:

Poems- limericks are particularly fun!

‘Slide shows’ where students act as the people in the slide, and narrator describes action

Puppet shows- paste copied images of historical figures on sticks

Models of artifacts – ask students to create mock-ups of originals

Shoebox Dioramas of historical events

Diaries, newspapers, brochures, broadsides that reflect their analysis

One-act plays

Living “Museum” displays- students dress up a historic characters and present monologue when you turn on their buttons

Model reenactments – use action figures to show battles, etc 
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