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ü Historian for history of the Smithsonian

ü Use primary sources from SI Archives in work

ü Wide range of media

ü Smithsonian is digitizing its primary sources to 
make them available on the web

ü Smithsonian is part of the City of Washington - -
observer of events here



ü Any original source of information that provides a 

direct or first-person connection to a historical 

event  

ü Documents such as letters, diaries, birth 

certificates, receipts, news clippings, etc.

ü Photographs, paintings, and drawings

ü Objects, such as clothing, furnishings or tools

ü Oral history interviews, home movies, etc.



ü Primary sources have a first-person relationship to 
historical events

ü Secondary sources are summaries, second-hand 
accounts, analyses, etc.

ü Shades of gray, degrees of primary sources

ü One source can contain primary and secondary 
information

ü Primary vs. secondary may depend upon the question you 
are asking

ü Primary sources may contain conflicting information that 
must be resolved



ü Speak to you in a first-person voice

ü Bring history alive

ü Bring historic figures to life as real people

ü Provide an individualõs view of historic events and 

times

ü Tell stories about how people lived and coped in 

the past

ü Provide engaging stories for students to read



ü Improve reading comprehension & literacy skills

ü Develop observation and visual analysis skills

ü Enhance vocabulary

ü Teach life skills, how people coped with hardships 

in the past

ü Develop critical skills as older students are asked 

to compare and evaluate point of view and 

information in the primary sources



ü World Wide Web

ü Use with care!

ü Good Sites, see handout in packet:
üSmithsonian Institution site

üAmerican Memory site, Library of Congress

üHistory Matters site, George Mason Univ.

üNational Endowment for Humanities, 
edsitement 

üThe Digital Classroom, National Archives

ü All available for use without restriction





ü Is this document/photograph a primary 
source?

üFirst-person, eyewitness, participant

üIf not, does it have historical value?

ü Who created this document?

ü When and where was this document created?

ü Why was this document created?

ü Who was the intended audience?

ü What was the point of view of the creator?



ü Conflicts among sources are not unusual

ü How to resolve?

üReliability - - internally consistent

üValidity - - compare with other sources

üLook at point of view, motivation

üFirst person vs. second-hand

üPhysical evidence

üPreponderance of evidence



ü President Abraham 
Lincoln was shot on 
April 14, 1865, at 
Fordõs Theater by 
John Wilkes Booth

ü Shocking public event 
similar to September 
11 th in public impact 

ü How did the public 
learn of the shooting?

ü How do we know 
about what happened 
at Lincolnõs 
deathbed?



ü Newspaper 
accounts of the 
shooting

ü Special editions of 
newspapers 

ü Confusion over 
actual events 
initially

ü Official news 
releases vs. 
personal reports


