Using Primary Sources in the Curriculum


“Teaching with historical records is a pedagogically sound method to advance cognitive and affective learning and build skills.  Students develop critical thinking skills while they gain historical perspective.”


There are hundreds of sites available on the worldwide web which contain primary source materials from libraries, archives, museums, and historical societies.  For the student being introduced to the internet and use of primary sources, however, the search and retrieval process for a specific topic may be overwhelming.  For the teacher, there is a need to control content and manage the research process while staying within the confines of curriculum standards.  Following are sites which offer teachers and students the focus and curriculum support to bring historical documents into the research process.

Getting Started

Consider the Source: Historical Records in the Classroom, published by the New York State Archives and Records Administration, presents a discussion on the following:

· What Are Historical Records?

· Why Do Teachers Use Historical Records?

· Where Can Teachers Find Historical Records?

· How Do Historical Records Enhance Learning and Skills Development?

· How Do Historical Records Fit into the Classroom?

· How Do Teachers Find Historical Records for Classroom Use?

In addition, the publication offers 22 learning activities relating to historical records including a map, a civil war broadside, a diary, a petition, and a photograph.  Lessons are very specific and identified by grade level.  Some primary sources can be viewed on the internet, but publication needs to be downloaded as a pdf file.

http://www.sara.nysed.gov/services/teachers/ctspromo.htm
A “Student Lesson” and teacher materials are available on the “Lesson Overview” 

page of the Library of Congress’ “American Memory” website (http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpedu/lessons/psources/pshome.html). The student lesson is a self-tutorial that will define primary sources and introduce students to techniques of analysis. The site is rich with lesson topics and primary materials that include the Civil War, conservation, African-Americans, the Great Depression, immigration, and more.

“Using Primary Source Documents in the Classroom,” The Ohio Historical 

Society: Teacher Resources, provides a general lesson plan for teachers which defines objectives, includes definitions, provides directions/questions, and suggests follow-up activities. http://www.ohiohistory.org/resource/teachers/primary.html  

At http://www.ohiohistory.org/resource/database/teachers.html students and teachers can enter a searchable database that lists 95 primary source titles.  In addition, the site includes search engines by “appropriate grade,” “subject,” and “curriculum category.” Most titles will be of interest to non-Ohio residents including an 1897 edition of “The Enterprising Housekeeper,” “Eighteen Months a Prisoner of War in Southern Prisons,” and “A Quaker Section of the Underground Railroad in Northern Ohio.”


The National Archives and Records Administration’s site, “The Digital Classroom” (http://www.nara.gov/education/classrm.html), provides Document Analysis Worksheets which teachers may find useful in helping students understand and interpret the materials they work with.  In addition, the site provides a link to “Primary Sources and Activities” which contains reproducible copies of documents from the National Archives and teaching activities.  The Presidential Libraries are also a valuable information resource, though curriculum support is limited.

Primary Sources with Curriculum Support

“British Columbia Archives Presents the Amazing Time Machine.” http://www.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/exhibits/timemach/index.htm
Topics and Classroom activities are grouped by grade level:  “Families” is recommended for grades k-1, for example, and “Women in B.C. History” is recommended for grade 11.  Subject sites include a narrative which is supported by samples of primary materials.

The “California Heritage Collection” produced by the Bancroft Library at the University of California-Berkeley (http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/calheritage/k12/index.html ) includes lessons on a variety of subject areas for grades 3 – 12.  Predictably, topics are primarily related to California’s history, but lessons on “Mexican Independence in California” or “Contributions of Chinese-Americans to U.S. History” would be of interest to students from all regions.  Also includes a lesson on “Using Primary Sources.”

The “Minnesota Historical Society School Programs 1999-2000: Classroom Resources” (http://www.mnhs.org/school/classroom/) offers lesson plans and primary sources for six themes: people, occupations, landscapes, milestones, tours, and timelines.  Each theme expands.  For example, “milestones” includes” abolition, a mill explosion, hydropower, Civil War, puffed wheat, dangers of mining, prospecting, and more.  Lesson plans are quite specific.  They explain the importance of the topic, list what will be needed for the lesson, skills objectives, using the lesson in the classroom, and extending the lesson.

The New Deal Network Library’s “Classroom Lesson Plans” (http://newdeal.feri.org/classrm/classlp.htm) includes material on the following: WPA American Slave Narratives, TVA, Dear Mrs. Roosevelt, the FDR Memorial, and Rondal Partridge – NYA Photographer.  In addition, http://newdeal.feri.org/classrm/links.htm provides links to government, institutional, and private sites as well as k-12 and college syllabi pertaining to the Great Depression and the New Deal.

“The Old Governor’s Mansion,” Milledgeville, Georgia (http://www.gcedunet.peachnet.edu/gather/content/oldgovmansion/ogmfront.html) includes lesson plans for fourth and eighth grade Georgia history students.  “General Information for Teachers” includes suggestions for analyzing a written document and could be applied to lesson plans for other grade levels or topics. Some of the documents presented provide insight to life in the South in the mid-19th Century (school days, wills, and holidays, for example).

The Vermont Historical Society’s “Education” page (http://www.state.vt.us/vhs/edu.htm) includes a curriculum guide for using historical journals in the classroom and provides the text for two 19th century farm diaries written by a 15-year-old (1874) and an 11-year-old (1893).  Additional materials – without strong curriculum support – include Civil War letters and material on, and links to, primary sources pertaining to the underground railroad.

Additional Teacher Resources

“Getty Information Institute: Project #2.” 1998. 

http://www.schistory.org/getty/tableofcontents.html  

Website provides a definition and explanation of the theory, practice, standards, workflow, and future of archival documentation.  Though this site would provide more information than needed for the average secondary student, teachers may find this to be a good background resource to obtain a better understanding of how primary sources are processed, organized, and catalogued.  Of particular interest is a “Tutorial: an over-the-shoulder view of an archivist at work.”  Site includes a glossary, bibliography, and web resources.

Harris, Robert. “Evaluating Internet Research Sources.” Vanguard University of Southern 

California.  Version date: 17 Nov. 1997. http://www.sccu.edu/faculty/R_Harris/evalu8it.htm
This 11-page article examines key elements in evaluating the validity of research sources including credibility, accuracy, reasonableness, and support.  Though the content and style of this article may be too elevated for the vast majority of secondary students, the essay provides a good analysis of the need for and methods to screen and evaluate information obtained during the research process.

“Virginia Cavalcade Lesson Plans,” The Library of Virginia. 

http://www.lva.lib.va.us/k12/programs/cavalcade.htm
Virginia Cavalcade is a quarterly publication by the Library of Virginia. While lesson plans and activities based on the publication are available on the website, content of the publication is not.  Articles pertain to Virginia history “from the age of exploration to the mid-twentieth century.”  A useful site for teachers with access to the publication.

Standards
Civics and Government
To help achieve “Goals 2000: Educate America Act of 1994,”the Center for Civic Education (Center) has developed voluntary National Standards for Civics and Government for students in kindergarten through grade twelve (K-12) supported by the Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) of the U.S. Department of Education and The Pew Charitable Trusts.” http://www.civiced.org/stds.html
History
National Standards For History: Basic Edition. http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/nchs/hstocb.html 

“The development of the History Standards was administered by the National Center for History in the Schools at the University of California, Los Angeles under the guidance of the National Council for History Standards….(The) electronic version of the National Standards for History presents all elements of the printed edition except for 1) charts and illustrations and 2) the appendix listing contributors and participating organizations.” Ordering information for the printed editions is available on this site. (1)

Technology

National Education Technology Standards for Students. http://cnets.iste.org/sfors.htm 

The National Educational Technology Standards (NETS) Project is an International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) initiative funded by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration in consultation with the US Department of Education, the Milken Exchange on Education Technology, and Apple Computer, Inc. Standards remain under development and refinement.  Additional information, including available publications relating to curriculum examples and scenarios, performance indicators, and literacy profiles are available through the ISTE home page at http://www.iste.org 

General

“Northern Carolina Standard Course of Study.” LEARN NC: The North Carolina 

Teachers’ Network. Last updated: 1 Nov. 1999.

While a number of states are posting competencies or standard courses of study, North Carolina’s “Curriculum Matrix” provides convenient “search” and “expand” functions by subject area and grade level (K-12).  A useful tool for establishing goals for student skill development in information, computer/technology, language arts, and/or social studies. Hyperlinks difficult to use due to “restricted access.”  Use keyword: learnnc. Enter “Standard Course of Study” for the “Curriculum Matrix.”

Comments, suggestions, additions would be welcomed:
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