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What is a primary source?



What is a primary source?

https://www.loc.gov/item/2013645852/
https://www.loc.gov/item/musbernstein.100060001/



What is a primary source?

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83

045366/1905-11-27/ed-1/seq-1/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn830302

14/1905-11-29/ed-1/seq-1/



What is a primary source?

A Primary Source is an item or object   
directly connected to a topic and time.



What is a primary source?

A Primary Source is an item or object   
directly connected to a topic and time.

Misconceptions

 Sources are always “primary” or “secondary”

 Primary Sources are “fact” while secondary are 

“opinion”

 Primary Sources are always “first-hand accounts” 



Why do I use primary sources in 
student learning?



Why do I use primary sources in student learning?

It gives students ownership 

of their learning.



Why do I use primary sources in student learning?

Gives an opportunity for 

everyone to participate.



Why do I use primary sources in student learning?

Gives them the opportunity 

to work with items that do 

not have all of the answers.



Why do I use primary sources in student learning?

Honors multiple 

perspectives.



Why do I use primary sources in student learning?

Helps students ask their 

own questions that they 

want to find the answer to.



Why do I use primary sources in student learning?

Gives students a framework 

to think independently.



How do I select primary sources?



How do I select primary sources?



How do I select primary sources?



Source and 

Contextualize



Analyze through 

the lens of an 

person reading 

an advertisement



Analyze through 

the lens of a 

historian



Why these sources?

● Many show children

● Small amounts of 

text

● Recognizable 

elements

● Speak to an area of 

curriculum

● Can be analyzed with 

strategies students 

know



How do I select primary sources?



How do students analyze a primary source and 
what role do I play?

The Teacher:

● Frames the analysis

● Gives students an 

analysis strategy

● Provides guidance

● Assessing/Connecting 

to other learning

The Student:

● Works within the 

teacher’s framing

● Follows the strategy

● Uses analysis to inform 

other learning



How do students analyze a primary source and 
what role do I play?

The Teacher:

● Frames the analysis

“Today we’re going to analyze these 

primary sources looking at them as 

advertisements. Look for clues 

within the image and text that gives 

evidence about what the product is, 

what its benefit is, and who it is 

meant for. Mark on your paper 

because we will be looking for 

patterns between the different 

advertisements next.”



How do students analyze a primary source and 
what role do I play?

The Teacher:

● Frames the analysis

“We are going to analyze photos 

from a newspaper from long ago. 

These photos show us what life 

was like for children. Let’s look for 

clues that tell us what life was like 

for them. We’re going to take 

what you see and later compare it 

to our lives now.”



How do students analyze a primary source and 
what role do I play?

The Teacher:

● Gives students an 

analysis strategy

“It is about making 

careful observations of 

a text and then 

interpretations of those 

observations.”

-Patricia Kain for the Writing Center at Harvard 

University, 1998



Close Reading Framework

Read 

Through a 

Lens

Use Patterns to 

Develop New 

Understanding

Use Lens to 

Uncover 

Patterns



“Let’s take this idea and create our 

own advertisement for Band-Aids 

using the same strategy as the 

people who created the ads for 

Band-Aids 80 years ago.”

Assessing/Connecting to 
Other Learning









More of my favorite Thanksgiving related 
primary sources here.

http://captainlibrary.blogspot.com/2014/11/my-favorite-thanksgiving-primary-sources.html




Read more at 

the Blog on 

LOC.gov

https://blogs.loc.gov/teachers/2015/01/heliocentric-geocentric-using-library-of-congress-ebooks-to-explore-science-related-primary-sources/
https://blogs.loc.gov/teachers/2015/01/heliocentric-geocentric-using-library-of-congress-ebooks-to-explore-science-related-primary-sources/




Chronicling America 

newspaper database
chroniclingamerica.loc.gov











Why do I use primary sources in student learning?

It gives students ownership 

of their learning.

Gives an opportunity for 

everyone to participate.

Honors multiple 

perspectives.

Gives them the opportunity 

to work with items that do 

not have all of the answers.

Helps students ask their 

own questions that they 

want to find the answer to.

Gives students a framework 

to think independently.



● Primary source 
analysis strategy is 
key

● Collaboration helps 
students do more than 
they could alone

● The process causes the 
content to be flexible





Questions
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