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Using Primary Source Documents in the Classroom
With a Lesson Plan for elementary and middle school classes

Primary source documents provide unique opportunities for the past to be explored. Eyewitness
accounts provide a richer and more descriptive explanation of the past that cannot be reproduced
in textbooks. By allowing students to examine primary sources, students can begin to see history
as more than a subject with just dates and names that are to be memorized for the next test and
then quickly forgotten.

Lesson Plan

The following lesson plan is an introduction for teachers and students using primary source
documents for the first time.

Objectives

Students will…

1. Examine copies of primary source documents.
2. Determine the document's value to a researcher.
3. Analyze and evaluate the document for bias or contradiction.
4. Know the difference between a primary and secondary source.

Definitions

Primary source – a document created by people who actually saw or participated in an event and
recorded that event or their reactions to it immediately after the event.

Secondary source – a document created by someone either not present when the event took place
or removed by time from the event.

Materials needed

A Primary source document. For example, a diary, letter, map, cartoon, poster, picture. To obtain
a source document on Maine history, go to www.mainememory.net, click on search, and search
for a document under the topic of your choice.



Directions

1. Have students examine primary source documents from the Maine Memory Network, either
by finding one themselves, by locating one you have already, or by viewing a document you
have printed out already.

2. Have students examine the document and answer the following questions:
• What type of document is it?
• What is the date of the document?
• Who created the document?
• Why was the document created?
• Any distinguishing marks or features on the document (date stamps, someone else's notes in

the margin, etc.)?

3. Consider the following questions:
• What does the existence of this document say about whoever created it?
• What does this document say about American or Maine life in this era?

4. Examine the document in relation to the event:
• Ask students if they believe the document is an accurate representation of what was

happening.
• Why do they believe that?
• How do students think that outside events could influence what a person might write or

record about an event?

5. Examine personal reactions to the document:
• How do students think that outside events could influence the way that they are interpreting

the document?

6. What questions are left unanswered by the document?
• If you could ask the author of the document a question, what would you ask?

Follow-up activities

1. Ask students what primary source documents they have that would describe their lives to
future historians. For example, driver's license, birth certificate, report card, yearbook, letter,
diary, etc.

2. Ask students to bring in such a document and have classmates analyze them in the same way
they did historical source documents.

Adapted from http://www.ohiohistory.org/resource/teachers/primary.html


