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PrimarySourcesin History:
BreakingThroughtheMyths

Usingprimarysourcesinhistoryclassesisalltherage.Butif
teachersarenotreflectiveaboutthebestuseofsuchmaterials,

theymayengagestudentsinexercisesthatareneitherhistorically

norinstructionallysound.Mr.Bartonpointsoutcommon

misconceptionsaboutprimarysourcesandsuggestswaysto

maximizetheireducationalpotential.

BYKEITHC. BARTON

ISUALIZE the following class-
room scene. Students walk into

history class and pull out pack-
ets of primary sources - or, in
a more technologicallyadvanced
school, they log on ro a collec-
tion of digitally archived docu-
ments. History books are used

only for reference, and lectures are virtually absent. In-
stead, the students work in small groups to analyze each
source and evaluate its reliability - determining its ar-
gument, establishing who created it and when, and iden-
tifYingthe bias of the author. Later, they compare sources
and reach conclusions aboUt the events or time periods
portrayed, and they discuss reasons for their differing in-
terpretations.

Sounds like good history instruction, doesn't it?Well,
not necessarily.
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For over a decade, I have suggested, along with
many other historians and educators, that teachers
make use of primary sources as an alternative to lec-
tures, textbooks, and worksheets. Although such rec-
ommendations are nothing new, they have recently
begun to attract a larger following. Primary sources
can be found on tests, in commercially available pack-
ets, in archives on the Internet, and even in textbooks.
Many teachers use these resources in inspiring and in-
tellectually rigorous ways. Researchers in social stud-
ies and educational psychology, meanwhile, have in-
vestigated how students (and teachers) make sense of
such sources. Thus, even if their use is not as wide-
spread as many reformers would like, primary sources
clearly are the order of the day.

Unfortunately, the use of primary sources in each
of these settings often revealsfundamental misconcep-
tions about history. In some cases, scholars who have
little experience with historical methods appear to be
passing along mistaken ideas about what historians do.
In other cases, the use of primary sources seems to be
driven lessby a concern with historicalauthenticity than
by demands for standards and accountability. The mis-
understandings that arise from these practices,if not ad-
dressed,will result in classroom procedures that are not
only inauthentic bur irrelevant and ineffective.The fol-
lowing are seven common beliefs about primary sourc-
es. Some have been stated directly, either in academic
manuscripts or in books and articlesfor teachers;others
may not havebeen articulatedsoexplicidy,but they none-
theless represent underlying assumptions of those who
define the curriculum or of other educators. But each

one is a myth.
Myth 1. Primary sourcesare more reliable than second-

ary sources.Perhaps this is not the most common belief
about primary sources, but it is surely the most ridicu-
lous. Because primary sources were created during the
period under study or by witnesses to historical events,
some people believe that they provide direct insight in-
to the past and have greater authenticity than later ac-
counts. Secondary sources, in this view, are corruptions
of the originals and are prone to successive layers of er-
ror and bias. Some children hold exacdy this view. They
think we know about the past through oral stories that
have been handed down over the generations, and each
transmission introduces a new round of mistakes, just
as in the game of"telephone."l

Few educators would entertain this misconception,
yet they may believe that primary sources retain a puri-
ty that makes them more reliable than secondary ac-

"
746 PHI DELTA KAPPAN

counts. However, primary sources are created for a va-
riety of reasons, and some of those reasons have noth-
ing to do with objectivity. Sometimes primary sources
represent narrow or partisan perspectives; sometimes
they were created intentionally to deceive. The speeches
of white politicians in the American South during Re-
construction are primary sources, for example, but a sec-
ondary work by a modern historian - although pub-
lished over a hundred years later - is a far more relia-
ble account of the era's political system, because it does
not attempt to justifY white political dominance.

we -
or

Secondary sources can also exhibit narrow perspec-
tives, but they have the capability of providing more
complete accounts than primary ones. Despite histori-
ans' potential biases, as well as their human propensity
for error,they normallyconsultnumerous primary sourc-
es when investigatinga historicalepisode.Thus their ac-
counts - the secondarysourcesthey create- will tend
to be more reliable than those found in any single pri-
mary source. Newspapers, another common secondary
source, also require corroboration and supporting evi-
dence - at least those printed in the modern era do.
This does not make them infalliblesources of objective
information, but it does mean that a newspaper story
has a higher probability of providing reliable informa-
tion than would a primary source in isolation.

Ultimately, we cannot depend on any single source
- primary or secondary - for reliable knowledge; we
have to consult multiple sources in our quest to devel-
op historical understanding. Whether a source is pri-
mary or secondary has no bearing on its reliability, much
less on its usefulness for a given inquiry. The mistaken
authority assigned to primary sources sometimes results
from a more basic confusion about the range of his-
torical evidence, and this leads to the second myth.

Myth 2. Primary sourcescan be read asarguments about
the past. Some scholars suggest that primary sources can
be read just as any nonfiction texts are and that this



involves analyzing the structure and logic of their ar-
guments. In this view, historical inquiry is one type of
reading behavior. This myth is based on a misunder-
standing of the variety of evidence used in historical in-
vestigations. It equates all primary sources with one par-
ticular type of document, known as "testimony." Testi-
mony does involve texts written by those who witnessed
(or claim to have witnessed) some occurrence. The col-

lection of accounts by participants in the Battle at Lex-
ington Green is a well-known example of this kind of
source: officers, militiamen, and bystanders all gave ac-
counts of what they remembered of the battle.2

Such testimony, however, represents only a small por-
tion of the sources used by historians. Historians use
census records, tax rolls, court proceedings, wills, deeds,
photographs, advertisements, physical artifacts, and many
other sources, none of which can be read as testimony,
because none was created to present an argument about
what happened - or at least, not to present an argu-
ment about what historians are investigating. Histori-
ans ask questions of sources that the people who creat-
ed them had no interest in, and in many cases the cre-
ators could not even have conceived of the questions
historians ask.3 Census records in 19th-century Amer-
ica, for example, were created to provide demographic
information to the government, primarily for the pur-
pose of determining congressional representation. His-
torians, however, use them to examine issues such as

changing family structures and economic relations -

questions that the records themselves were never meant
to address.

In some of my own historical work, I have investi-
gated how the hiring of slaves in antebellum Kentucky
was motivated by changing norms for domestic labor
(as women were no longer expected to perform house-
hold drudgery) and how such hiring was made possi-
ble by the expansion of market relations in the coun-
tryside.4 I relied, in part, on newspaper advertisements
that offered slaves for hire, on guardians' records that de-
tailed who hired the slaves of deceased owners, and on

correspondence requesting to hire slaves from BrutUs
Clay, one of the state's largest slaveholders. These rec-
ords were not created to provide testimony about the
interrelationships of slave hiring, the market, and do-
mestic labor in antebellum Kentucky. They were cre-
ated to get the business of hiring done, by people who
may not even have recognized that market relations and
domestic norms were changing. Moreover, the creat-
ors of these records certainly weren't interested in doc-
umenting such changes either for one another or for a

historian of the late 20th century. (Nor did they realize
they were living in the "antebellum" period.) The be-
lief that primary sources function as textual arguments
lays the foundation for the third, and most common,
myth concerning primary sources.

Myth 3. Historians use a "sourcingheuristic" to evaluate
bias and reliability.This is the most pervasive myth about
primary sources - at least in educational settings -
arid it demonstrates a fundamentally misguided under-
standing of how historical knowledge is constructed.
In this view, historians examine primary sources and
speculate on the extent to which they can be trusted to
present accurate accounts of past events. This involves
two sets of considerations: first, the ability of the creat-
ors of the sources to accurately know those events (Were
they present? Were they deceived in some way? How soon
did they produce their account?) and second, their in-
terest in conveying events accurately (Were they trying
to cover up something? Were they trying to curry favor?
Were they blinded by prejudice of one kind or anoth-
er?). This perspective on historical methodology leads
to classroom exercises in which students are given sets
of sources and taught to evaluate the bias that may re-
sult from authorship, purpose, time of creation, and so
on - a process often referred to as "sourcing."5

This view of primary sources is flawed for a number
of reasons. First, as noted above, it can apply only to
the class of sources known as testimony, which consti-
tutes only a small portion of the sources used by his~
torians. When a source does not attempt to provide tes-
timony, its reliability is rarely questioned because there
is no reason to do so. It is the very fact of the existence
of the source that constitUtes historical evidence. For

example, Brutus Clay's account books contain numer-
ous contracts with neighbors who hired slaves from him.
There are no questions of bias or reliability to be asked
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of these contracts, because it is their very existence that
provides evidence of slave-hiring. Unless Clay was so
mentally disturbed that he spent his days fabricating
these contracts, there is no reason to think that such
hiring did not take place. Historians do not work un-
der the assumption of a worst-case scenario in which
people in the past invented misleading details of their
daily lives to fool future scholars.

Moreover, even when working with certain kinds of
testimony, questions of bias and reliability may be ir-
relevant. Like many slaveholders, Brutus Clay placed
notices in his local newspaper to announce the avail-

A great deal of historical

analysis is devoted to iust this

question: What were the ideas,

attitudes, and beliefs of

people in the past?

l

ability of slaves for hire; these often began by adver-
tising "Good Cooks and Washers." One could easily
conclude that such advertisementswere not reliable,be-

cause Clay was trying to convince hirers that his slaves
wereworthy.Thus he had a motive for referringto them
as "good" cooks and washers,whether they were or not.
But historians are unlikely to be interested in whether
these slavesreallywere good cooks and washers;histori-
ans are interested in how slaveholders appealed to po-
tential hirers, and again, it is the very existence of the
advertisements' text that provides evidence to answer
this question.

In many circumstances, historians seek out sources
precisely because of their bias. To understand a variety
of viewpoints that were operative during the u.s. civil
rights movement, for instance, historians - and stu-
dents - would need to read sources written from the

perspectives of Malcolm X, George Wallace, the Black
Panthers, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Com-
mittee, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference,
and others. Each of these would be "biased," in that
each advocates a particular social and political agenda,
but that does not make them uselessas sources of his-

torical knowledge. Quite the contrary. It is the unique
bias of each source that helps us understand the range
of viewpoints people held at the time. A great deal of
historical analysisis devoted to just this question: What
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were the ideas, attitudes, and beliefs of people in the
past? To answer the question, biased sources must be
used, because that bias constitutes evidence of peoples'
ideas. As Sean Lang points out, historians do not ask,
"'Is this source biased?' (which suggests the possibility
of unbiased sources), but rather, 'What is this source's
bias, and how does it add to our picture of the past?'"6

This is not to say that recognition of bias is unim-
portant. All historical research involves consideration
of bias, but it only occasionally involves examining
the bias of particular sources, as many classroom exer-
cises and research tasks suggest. Rather, historians are
more interested in the bias that results from the types
of sourcesthat are used. Any set of sources constitutes a
selection from among all the possible records that were
created, or that could have been created. Some people
(or institutions) left behind records whereas others did
not, and some recordshavesurvivedwhereasothers have
not. Therefore,historicalremains are biasedtoward those
who produced records that have survived to the pres-
ent.

For example, evidence for patterns of life in the Co-
lonial Era is weighted toward the literate and elite, be-
cause these are the people who most often created en-
during records. No individual source is necessarily un-
reliable, but the overall body of evidence is weighted
toward particular segmentsof the population and is un-
likely to be representative of those who left behind less
evidence of their ideas or behavior. In evaluating his-
torical accounts, students should learn to look for the
relationship between the kinds of claims made and the
types of evidence used, but this is a far cry from having
them look at individual sources and try to "spot the
bias." The mistaken belief that historians' chief task is
the evaluation of bias in individual documents has led

to the next two myths of primary sources.
Myth 4. Usingprimary sources engages students in au-

thentic historical inquiry. This myth often constitutes
the implicit rationale for including primary sources in
textbooks, on tests,or as part of classroomexercises.The
mere presence of primary sources appears to lend au-
thenticity to historical exercises.That is, historians use
such sources, and if students use them, they too must
be engaged in historical inquiry.

This myth stemshom a lackof understanding of how
historians use primary sources, and so it may be the
most fundamental misunderstanding of all. Historians
do not often use sources in any of the ways that are
usually identified by educators. That is, they are not
primarily concerned with "sourcing" them, corrobo-



rating them, or eXplaining their meaning. In fact, it
would be rare for historians even to use the phrase "pri-
mary sources," except in a bibliography. What histori-
ans work with is evidence. Primary sources are one of
the most important forms of evidence, but the differ-
ence between these two concepts shows just how far
educators' ideas diverge from the work of historians.

One common use of primary sources is to engage
students in a "document-based activity," either as a class-
room lesson or as an assessment activity. At its simplest
level, students may be given a single primary source and
asked comprehension questions. For example, a copy of
the Northwest Ordinance may be accompanied by ques-
tions such as "What does this say about slavery? About

fugitive slaves?" At a more sophisticated level, students
are given a variety of primary source documents, often
written from conflicting viewpoints, and asked to re-
spond to an essay question using the entire set. One Ad-
vanced Placement document-based question, for exam-
ple, asked, "To what extent had the colonists developed
a sense of their identity and unity as Americans by the
eve of the Revolution?" The sources provided included
private correspondence, a speech in the British Parlia-
ment, a declaration by the Continental Congress, pub-
lished works from the 18th century, a list of relief do-

IIHow can I possibly be a discipline problem? I'm
usuallyasleep.//

nations, and the famous "Join, or die" illustration.7
Neither activity engages students in authentic his-

torical inquiry. The first requires only basic compre-
hension of a text, yet it is difficult to complete because
of the antiquated and legalistic language of the docu-
ment. The second is more complicated, but it is no more
authentic, because the task has been created outside
the context of historical research. That is, the sources

have already been chosen, and the students are simply
asked to explain what they mean. But historians do not
work with "source packets," and they would never al-
low anyone else to select their sources for them.8 His-
torians ask questions about the past, and they seek evi-
dence that will help answer those questions. They se-
lect the evidence themselves, and they do so precisely
because of its authorship and purpose. They do not an-
alyze sources in the ways suggested either by document-
based questions or by research on sourcing, because they
have no reason to work with other people's collections
of documents.

Myth 5. Students can build up an understanding of the
past through primary sources. Many of us are prone to
the belief that, if a little is a good, a lot must be better.
So if working with primary sources helps stUdents bet-
ter understand history, then spending all their time with
such sources will improve students' understanding im-
measurably. Evidence suggests that this assumption is
incorrect. But it makes little sense to think that knowl-

edge of a subject as vast as history could be built up
entirely through piecemeal analysis of primary sources.
How many thousands of sources would stUdents have
to consult to develop an understanding of the Indus-
trial Revolution, or the history of women's rights, or the
reasons for the Vietnam War? Students don't need to

consult 200 years of census records to learn how the
population of the U.S. has grown; they can simply be
told or read it in a book. They should know that some-
one has consulted the records, but doing so themselves
would be a misuse of their time.

Moreover, students' ability to make sense of primary
sources depends directly on their understanding of the
contexts in which the documents were produced. Stu-
dents can learn a great deal about slavery from adver-
tisements for runaways, for example, but to do so they
need background information: what life was like for
slaves, what their legal status was, what the geography
of the region was, and what means of transportation
were available. Similarly, stUdents will be able to inter-
pret Martin Luther King's "I Have a Dream" speech only
if they know that Mrican Americans at the time faced
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segregation and legal discrimination, that the speech
was part of a larger movement for civil rights, and that
King was a leader of that movement. They also must
understand his references to the Declaration of Inde-

pendence and the Emancipation Proclamation, or else
the speech will be unintelligible.

None of these things can be read directly from the
sources themselves; students need to encounter expla-
nations of these topics in secondary sources - a teach-
er's description, a passage in a trade book, or a file in
some electronic medium. Historians do the same. Al-

though they use primary sources as evidence, they would
be unable to do so without knowledge of the larger ffame-:
work of the past, and this comes from having read the
secondary works of other historians. Without p~ior knowl-
edge, sources are literally incomprehensible, and it is im-
possible to construct meaning from them.9

Myth 6 Primary sources are fUn. Although numer-
ous publications have described stUdents' motivation
and enthusiasm when using primary sources, such sourc-
es are not inherently interesting, and students do not al-
ways enjoy working with them. Educators in the United
Kingdom, where "sourcework" has featured prominent-
ly in history classrooms for many years, have become
acutely aware of how sources can be used in ways that
are neither exciting nor motivating - and certainly not
fun. The use of primary sources is an expected part of
history classrooms in both primary and secondary schools
there, but sources sometimes become the focus of iso-

lated lessons that are separated from specific historical
knowledge or meaningful inquiry. That is, teachers some-
times simply assign sources to see if stUdents can ex-
tract information and identify bias, and such "source-
work for sourcework's sake" becomes mechanistic and

dull. British history educators even have a name for this
practice: "Death by sources."IO

The use of sources in North America may be head-

ing down the same path. Countless lesson plans for pri-
mary sources are available commercially and through
government or nonprofit websites, but these lessons of-
ten emphasize the same mechanistic approach that Brit-
ish educators are coming to avoid. Too often, stUdents
are simply presented with a document - one that may
have no connection to their prior knowledge, experi-
ence, or interests - and asked to identify when it was

written, by whom, and for what purpose. In exercises
like these, the ability of primary sources to raise ques-
tions, inspire wonder, and provide evidence is lost, and
stUdents may find themselves completing boring and
irrelevant tasks that transform their initial interest in
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history into active avoidance and dislike.
Myth 7. Sourcescan be classifiedas "primary"or "second-

ary. " Sometimes stUdents are taught that certain sourc-
es (such as diaries, photographs, wills, depositions, and
so on) are primary ones, because they were produced
by direct participants in the events of the past, while
other sources (usually newspapers and the works of his-
torians) are secondary, because their authors were not
present during the events. (Textbooks and reference works
often are considered "tertiary," because they are a fur-
ther step removed from primary sources.) Yet just as it
is impossible to determine a word's part of speech with-
out knowing how it functions in a sentence, there is no
way to identify a source as primary or secondary with-
out knowing how it is used as evidence.

The nature of a source does not derive from the kind

of object it is (i.e., a letter versus a textbook), bUt from
the purpose it serves in a historical investigation. If a
historian (or a history student) wants to know how text-
books of the 1940s portrayed interactions between Na-
tive Americans and Europeans in the 18th century, then
those textbooks are primary sources; for information
on the interactions themselves, however, they are by no
means primary. Similarly,'if we want to know what George
Washington thought about British treatment of pris-
oners of war, his letters are primary sources, but if we
want to know how those soldiers actually were treated,
the same letters are secondary sources. The simple fact
that a document is a textbook or a letter provides no
indication of whether it should be classified as primary
or secondary.

Furthermore, some sources defy categorization al-

together. A documentary about World War II, for ex-
ample, seems like a secondary source because it was
produced by someo~e not present during the war, yet
it may be composed entirely of photographs, newsreel
footage, and interviews with participants- each one
of which is a primary source. However, these primary
sources will have been edited to shape the overall ac-
count that is presented in the film. Can a collection of
primary sources be transformed into a secondary source
simply because it has been arranged in a particular way?
If so, then there can be no primary sources at all, be-
cause we do not have complete and unmediated access
to the past: all historical sources have been shaped by
the circumstances of their creation and preservation.

Ultimately, we might be better off jettisoning the
misleading distinction between primary and secondary
sources altogether. A more inclusive phrase such as "orig-
inal historical sources" might help counter the belief



that sources can be sorted into neat categories that are
independent of any broader historical inquiry.

ORKING with original historical
sources can be more interesting
than reading from a textbook or
listening to a lecture. Such sources
can create personal connections

to history, as students'read the words written by liv-
ing, breathing humans like themselves. (Students don't
typically view textbook authors as real people.) Visual
evidence such as photographs, artwork, and advertise-
ments, meanwhile, can tap into alternative forms of
prior knowledge and increase access to history for stu-
dents who do not respond well to written texts. And
material artifacts that students can touch and manipu-
late - such as old tools, clothes, or appliances - can
be popular additions to the classroom. Indeed, much
the same could be said for historical fiction, games and
simulations, or role plays and dramas. What, then, are
the unique contributions of original historical sources,
the functions they can serve better - and more authen-
tically - than other approaches? There are at least four:

1. TOmotivate historical inquiry. Much of the poten-
tial of original historical sources lies in their ability to
stimulate curiosity, just as "discrepant events" do in sci-
ence. Science teachers often use physical demonstra-
tions (such as objects of unequal weight falling at the
same speed) to pique student interest and create cog-
nitive dissonance. Students usually cannot explain such
events using their prior mental frameworks, and when
they face tangible evidence of such limitations, they might
be motivated to engage in further study and investiga-
tion. People generally strive for more consistent and com-
prehensive views of the world, and direct observation
can reveal gaps and fault lines in previous conceptual
understanding. In history, original sources can serve
much the same function.

Startling or unusual sources - whether physical arti-
facts, visual images, or written text - often ptovoke ques-
tions. Elementary students who explore household ob-
jects from the 19th century, for example, may wonder
what their purpose was and how they were used. Photo-
graphs of white resistance to school integration can lead
middle school students to ask what was going on, why
it was controversial, and what happened to the people
involved. And secondary students who examine certif-
icates of indenture, advertisements, property lists, and
legal statutes from the early Colonial Era can develop
hypotheses about relationships between race, national-

ity, religion, and legal status.l1 All these questions should
lead to self-motivated inquiry. But such questions will
not develop automatically, because few sources are in-
herently interesting. Teachers must help develop stu-
dents' engagement through careful probing and discus-
stOn.

2. TOsupply evidencefOr historicalaccounts.Most schol-
ars who advocate the reform of history education ar-

gue that students need to understand how historical
accounts are created. This argument has been the im-
petus for much of the attention to original sources in

recent years. There are, however, at least three ways in
which sources can contribute to this goal, and educa-
tors need to strike a balance among the three. The first
is the most familiar: in order to learn that historical ac-

counts are tentative and that they are based on incom-

plete and sometimes conflicting evidence, students can
be given a set of documents, such as those in the Lex-
ington Green activity, and asked to reach conclusions
about questions such as "Who fired the first shot?" This
is similar to a laboratory exercise in science in that it
provides practice with authentic materials, but the out-
come is known in advance - even if, in this case, the
outcome is that we cannot be certain who fired first.

Such exercises are important, but they should be used
sparingly. Students need to learn about the indeter-
minacy of historical sources, particularly if they have
never encountered the topic before, but the goal of such
lessons should be to prepare students to investigate more
open-ended questions.

Such open-ended investigation involves using evi-
dence to build supportable accounts of the past, and
this should be one of the main activities of the history
classroom. Evidence comes in part from original sourc-
es, but it can also come from those usually classified as
secondary. A student presentation on how women did
laundry in the early 20th century, for example, is like-
ly to be based on what students have read in encyclo-
pedias and trade books, and it may also involve illus-
trations taken from magazines of the time, artifacts
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such as irons, and perhaps interviews with great-grand-
parents. Similarly, students who investigate desegrega-
tion are likely to use trade books and reference works,
memoirs of participants, photographs and televised news
footage, and newspaper articles from the 1950s and 1960s.
In both these cases, the stUdents would be doing just
what historians do: using a variety of sources to support
conclusions about what happened and why. The only
time they are likely to rely exclusively on original sourc-
es is when they are investigating a topic for which there
are no secondary sources - such as the history of their
own family or perhaps of the local community.

One further use of sources as evidence deserves men-

tion. Although it is not often seen in schools, it should
be. This involves the careful analysis of how sources have
been used as evidence in the accounts produced by others.
When stUdents read a textbook or a trade book, when

they watch a documentary, or when they hear someone
refer to how life used to be, they should immediately
ask, "What kind of evidence is this based on?" The pur-
pose of such questioning is not to dismiss every his-
torical account as "just an opinion." It is, instead, to
understand better the strengths and limitations of those
accounts and to appreciate how conclusions and per-
spectives might vary if different evidence were used.
Students should be able to recognize, for example, that
an account of gender roles in the 19th century that is
based on popular magazines may represent expectations
of the white middle class, while census records could

provide a different picture. Indeed, some people may
not have shared the expectations or experiences depict-
ed in the magazines at all. This is perhaps the most au-
thentic use of primary sources, because in our adult lives
most of us only occasionally create our own historical
accounts, but we are surrounded by the accounts of oth-
ers, and we need to view them with an appropriately
critical eye.

3. To convey infOrma-
tion about thepast. A ba-
sic principle of instruc-
tion is that lectures are ap-
propriate when stUdents
will learn from them just
as well as if they had lo-
cated the information on
their own. Students don't
need to read the North-
west Ordinance to find

out that it provided for
the return of slaves who
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had escaped to certain states in the North. Telling them
that information is just as effective - and much more
efficient - than having them scour the document to
locate it themselves. Sometimes, though, original sourc-
es can be a more effective way of conveying informa-
tion. Teachers who want students to visualize a miners'

strike in the 1920s aren't going to laboriously describe
the scene in words; they're going to show photographs.
Similarly, oral or written explanations of historical chang-
es in architecture, fashion, or technology won't be near-
lyas effective as having stUdents look at pictures or ar-
tifacts that represent those same changes. This kind of
information is best conveyed through visual media,
and original historical sources can supply such imag-
es.

Other times, written historical sources are more elo-

quent and thoughtful than secondary ones, and so stu-
dents should stUdy them directly. We still listen to the
"I Have a Dream" speech, not only because it had an
impact on historical events but because we want to know
what Martin Luther King said and how he said it. There's
no point in trying to paraphrase the speech - King
got it right, and we can learn what he said through di-
rect engagement with his words. Similarly, the Decla-
ration ofIndependence, the Seneca Falls Declaration,
and many other public documents represent clear and
inspiring statements of principle, and studying them on-
ly through lectures or textbooks - without reading the
original text - would devalue them. By contrast, stu-
dents can learn about the significance of some docu-
ments without reading them directly; they would lose
nothing in a paraphrase of the Northwest Ordinance,
for example, or even of the Magna Carta.

4. Toprovide insight into the thoughts and experiences
of people in the past. Some historical information can
simply be conveyed, but other times students have to
work harder to construct meaningful understanding.

This is especiallytrue when
they are trying to under-
stand the lives and expe-
riences of people in the
past. Students could read
in a textbook that life was
difficult for settlers trav-

eling West in the 1800s,
but that would provide
them with only superfi-
cial knowledge. Thought-
ful engagement with orig-
inal historical sources, such
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as diaries, letters, and published works, would enable
students to construct a more complete understanding,
with more specificity and detail. Similarly, reading the
words of 18th-century Native Americans would allow
students to develop greater insight into the meaning
that settlement, removal, and warfare held for people
affected directly by those events. The greater depth and
richness of original sources in these cases allows stu-
dents to construct a more complex and nuanced un-
derstanding of past life than most textbooks or lec-
tures are likely to do.

This is one of the most rewarding uses of original
historical sources, as anyone who has struggled to un-
derstand people in the past will recognize. Just what
were these people trying to say? What did they think
about the choices they were making, and what reasons
did they give for their actions? How did they feel about
their lives and circumstances, their triumphs and trage-
dies? What hopes and dreams did they entertain, and
what were their everyday feelings and opinions? Text-
books and lectures, by themselves, cannot easily com-
municate-such thoughts and experiences, and even the
most eloquent historians include quotations from orig-
inal sources throughout their works. By carefully read-
ing these sources and considering their meaning, we
reach our own conclusions about how people in the past
experienced their lives. In this way, original sources are
used not just to establish the existence of historical trends
and events but to provide insight into the meaning they
held for people who lived through them.

Effective use of original historical sources requires care-
ful attention to their educational purposes. Each of the
myths in this article derives from the assumption that
analyzing sources constitutes an end in itself-as though
meaning inheres in the sources rather than in the uses
to which they are pUt. The instructional activities that
result from this assumption and its associated myths can
stand in the way of effective history instruction. If stu-
dents work with sourcesin isolation- "sourcing" them,
spotting bias, answering comprehension questions -
then they will not learn very much historical content,
they will not learn how historical knowledge is construct-
ed, and they will not learn to use evidence to reach con-
clusions aboUt issues that face them as citizens.

Each of these important goals of learning history de-
pends on using sources within a context of inquiry. Such
inquiry requires that students develop and pursue mean-
ingful questions, that they make informed choices aboUt
the evidence that can be used to answer those questions,

and that they gain experience drawing conclusions from
evidence. This process requires more than the analysis
of original sources themselves. It requires learning about
historical context through lectures, books, or other media;
it requires learning about the range of historical evidence;
and it requires learning how sources are used as evidence
in the accounts produced by historians and others.

Original sources should certainly be a centerpiece of
the history classroom, because they are the foundation
of historical knowledge. However, their use should be
informed by a more complete and reflective understand-
ing of their utility, rather than by popular bUt misguided
myths.
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