Using Primary Sources 

(taken from Reading Reminders: Tools, Tips, and Techniques, by Jim Burke and http://dohistory.org/home.html )

Primary source documents include maps, documents, reports, photographs, letters, diaries, posters, and recordings created by those who participated in or witnessed the events of the past. Their use in the classroom allows students to touch the living past, to occupy the role of historian within that subject area. Perhaps most importantly, the use of primary sources allows students to see that textbooks and other contemporary writings about the past---or even present---events is merely an interpretation that is shaped by the era, biases, and values of those who write them. 

There are two places students and teachers can easily find primary source documents: the National Archives www.nara.gov and the Library of Congress www.loc.gov, both of which offer daily and ongoing exhibits and materials to support the use of these materials in the classroom. Primary source documents are excellent examples of texts we read to learn; students must also learn to read them. 

Questions to Ask Yourself
When trying to gather evidence from a primary source, first try to answer these basic questions. (You may not have enough information to do so.)

1. What is it? 

2. Who wrote or made it? 

3. When was it written or made? 

4. Where was it written or made? 

5. How was it written or made? 

6. What evidence does this source contribute to my research? 

Then ask, what is the meaning of this primary source?

1. Why was this document/object written or made? 

2. Who was the intended audience/user? 

3. What questions does this source raise? What don’t we know about this source? 

4. What other information do we have about this document or object? 

5. What other sources are like this one? 

6. What other sources might help answer our questions about this one? 

7. What else do we need to know in order to understand the evidence in this source? 

8. What have others said about this or similar sources? 

9. How does this source help me to answer my research question? 

10. How does evidence from this source alter or fit into existing interpretations of the past? 
