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“A New Map of Tennessee,” Samuel Augustus Mitchell,
1857, Birmingham Public Library Digital Collections. 

•

“What a negligent creature I am I should
have been keeping a journal all this time
to show to my rebel brothers. I have been
studying all the morning and talking all the
evening seeking & sighing for rebels.”

 Diary, Alice Williamson, 1864, Duke University.

Feb. 19th 1864

Census chart, 1860 

Examine Source Information

 Lithograph,
“Westward the Course
of Empire Takes its
Way,” J.M. Ives, 1868,
Bancroft Library.

Analyze Primary Sources

»» Who wrote or created it? For whom? Why?

»» Texts: Consider the kind of source, tone, and word choice.

»» When and where did it appear?

»» Images: Look at each section separately and as a whole.

»» How was it used?

»» Music & Film: Listen or watch several times. What do you see & hear?

»» Where was the source discovered?

»» Objects: What can you tell about how they were made? How they were used?
»» Data: Look for patterns and ask how the data was collected.

“Birds Eye View of Battle Field Wounded,”
1891, Denver Public Library. 

“Sioux Indians in the Battle of Wounded Knee,”
1891, Denver Public Library. 

How do we know
what we know
about the past?

 Declaration of Independence, 1776, National Archives and Records Administration.

 “No Stamp Act” Teapot,
1776, National Museum
of American History.

 “The Bloody Massacre Perpetrated in King Street Boston on
March 5th 1770 by a Party of the 29th Regt.,” Paul Revere, 1770.

 “American Liberty
Restored” Teapot, 1776,
National Museum of
American History.

 “Tales of Butchery,” Bismarck Daily Tribune, February 12, 1891.

 “Indian War at Last,”
Boston Daily Advertiser,
December 30, 1890.

Read Multiple Accounts
& Perspectives
After examining one source, ask where else you could look to learn about
this topic or event. Then compare multiple sources. Where do the sources
agree? Disagree? If they tell different stories, why might that be?

Use Evidence
to Support Claims

“Carte Nouvelle de
l’Amérique Angloise,”
Matthäus Albrecht
Lotter, 1776, Boston
Public Library. 

Understand Historical Context

When making a historical argument, always use
evidence to support your claims.

Consider the historical time and events, paying close attention to when something
happened and where it took place. What else was happening at this time? What
happened before and after this moment? Why does it matter where it happened?

“Woman Fingerprinted. Mrs. Rosa
Parks,” 1956, Library of Congress. 

Make your claim: The 1955 Montgomery [AL]

bus boycott was a planned, organized act.
Evidence 1: Jo Ann Robinson’s 1954 letter

Primary sources are materials created in the
past by people living at the time, including
photographs, paintings, documents,
advertisements, music, films, and objects.

to Mayor W. Gayle, “There has been talk from
twenty-five or more local organizations of
planning a city-wide boycott of busses...even now
plans are being made to ride less, or not at all.”
Evidence 2: Rosa Parks had attended the

Highlander Folk School, a center for training civil
rights activists and labor organizers, and was the
secretary of the local chapter of the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP).

Secondary sources are writings by historians
and others who use available sources to
interpret the past. They provide analysis and
summary, placing events, people, and evidence
in historical context and asking questions about
their meaning and significance.

Evidence 3: A number of individuals were

 Jo Ann Robinson, “Letter to Mayor W.A.
Gayle,” May 21, 1954.
Mugshots, Civil Rights Protestors, 1961,
Montgomery Public Archives. 

arrested around the same time for refusing
to follow segregation laws. Reverend Ralph
Abernathy, remembering the first mass meeting
of the Montgomery Improvement Association
(MIA), said, “Mrs. Rosa Parks was presented
to the mass meeting because we wanted her to
become symbolic of our protest movement.”

For more resources, visit

Ask Questions!
Read, Analyze, Write!
Think Historically!
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Doing History is Like Solving a Mystery!
•

W h a t d i d k i d s d o i n t h e 1 8 5 0 s?
What kinds of
toys did kids play
with in 1850?

What did
they wear?

•

How would a child’s life
have been different if he
or she was a young slave?
An immigrant? A child in a
city? On the Oregon Trail?

What did kids do all
day? Go to school?
Work on farms? Work
in factories?

Use these clues to ask and answer good questions...
Examine your primary sources carefully!
Ask questions and take notes.

Keep looking for more clues!
Ask questions of all of your sources.

U.S. School Primer, 1844, University of California Libraries.

Person 

Library 

Who are you?
What do you
do all day?

Research and read
about children’s lives in
the 1850s.

Object 
When were
you created?
Why were
you created?
Who created
you? Who
used you?
How?

 “Child on a Rocking Horse,”
Albert Bisbee, 1855, Smithsonian
American Art Museum.
 Boy’s baby shoes (leather), 1851,
Wisconsin Historical Society.
 Alphabet sampler, 1850,
Wisconsin Historical Society.

 Museum
Look at clothing or toys
used by children in the
1850s and see what
curators say about them.

Text 
 “Group
Portrait of Inuit
Boys,” Edward
Augustus
Inglefield,
1854, National
Maritime
Museum.

Who wrote
you? Why?
Who read
you? Where
were you
discovered?

Dress
1856

Image 
Computer 

Who or what
do you show?
Who created
you? Who
saw you?
 “Slaves,” n.d., New York Public Library.

Search for objects
and images from
the 1850s and for
summaries written
by historians.

 “The Herbert Children,” Lambert Sachs, 1857, National Gallery of Art.

 Primary sources give us many clues about the past. They are the

evidence—such as letters, newspapers, drawings, photographs, tools,
or clothes—from the time you are investigating.

 Secondary sources are written by historians who use available

materials, such as primary sources and other secondary sources, to
interpret the past. They provide analysis, summary of historic moments,
and change over time.

Now put your clues together. Use the evidence you gathered from
your primary and secondary sources to solve the mystery!
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