
 

 

 Step One: Plan Your Approach 

  All good historical research/historical   thinking begins with a question 

  What is the historical question you wish   to answer through the primary source 
  exercise? 

  EXAMPLE: 

  What were attitudes toward Native  Americans after the Dawes Act? 

 How did the Federal Government use propaganda in the First World War? 

 How did immigrants become citizens in the Gilded Age?  

Stimulate student curiosity and questions 

There are always two people in every painting—the painter and the viewer 

Paintings offer an infinite variety of perception, interpretation and execution 

Tie painting to local history i.e. Will Brown to Manhunt painting 

 



 

http://www.princetonol.com/groups/iad/lessons/lessons.html 

1. Sourcing: Considering a document's attribution (both its author and how the document came 

into being) 

Contextualizing: Situating the document and events it reports in place and time.  

Corroborating: Checking important details across multiple sources to determine points of 

agreement and disagreement. 

Close Reading: Reading carefully to consider what a source says and the language used to say 

it. 

 

 



Getting the most out of primary sources 

 

1. Connect the primary source to yourself, your learners ,other related sources, the environment, 
the past and/or the present.  It is all about background knowledge 

2. Predict what the primary source has as its focus.  How might it be used in your classroom with 
your students? 

3. Question the purpose/significance of the primary sources.   

4. Pause and think about the primary sources, key word meanings, visual components, tactile 
kinesthetic characteristics, and/or other qualities. 

5. Visualize the primary source in your head.  Place it in another setting.  You are there. 

6. Summarize the significant ideas that emerge as a result of the study of the primary source 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Exercise 

Using the art at the upper right of this page, try to identify the purpose, the time period, and the 
subject. Consider the following: 

• What type of art is it? Is it a landscape or a portrait? Is it folk art or fine art?  
• Who or what is in the art? Record the number of men and women, children and adults. 

Try to identify the people in the art, and look for physical characteristics that distinguish 
nationality, ethnicity, religion, or race.  

• What are the people wearing? Is there a trend in their dress that can suggest a date?  
• Where are these people? You may not be able to identify the city or state, but it is 

possible to identify the type or period style of room or building they are in.  
• Are the people posing or caught in an action? Can you tell if this is a symbolic image or 

painted to represent what the artist was looking at?  
• Is anyone holding or carrying an object that may tell something about the event or a 

person’s occupation or social class?  
• Look at the surrounding environment; is there anything unusual or reoccurring? What 

does the architecture and division of land tell you? Why do buildings and fences differ? 
Are there animals? What kind? What could this tell you 
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