
TEACHING WITH DOCUMENTS

By Elizabeth Neumeyer

When I first began teaching, it was puzzling to me that there were few resources on historical method for undergraduates. To delve into and analyze sources was part of the enjoyment of being a history student but I did not get much experience other than summarizing documents until graduate school. I developed my own document sets for many years and used materials from various books that I simplified for the students. The books I have found most helpful are Louis Gottschalk’s Understanding History: A Primer of Historical Method (Alfred Knopf, 1969) and Robert Shafer’s A Guide to Historical Method, 3rd ed. (Wadsworth, 1980). Both books are still in print. Some companies have developed student workbooks but I find them too cumbersome to use. I prefer a document set like the one I provided here so that I can make my own selection.

While I explain external criticism to the students, I ask them to apply internal criticism to documents using the checklist printed in Shafer pp. 166-167. You could have students apply these questions to individual documents in this set. Since the documents match the chapters, you could also ask them to write a summary of the time period from the document sets. Since the documents also include five types (community, social, political, cultural, and foreign relations), another type of analysis and essay could be connecting one of these categories across several chapters, or throughout the course.

In 1991, I attended a workshop sponsored by the National Archives called Primarily Teaching. This was an excellent opportunity to work in the Archives and develop our own set of documents for our students but we also were provided with a variety of worksheets for documents. One copy of each of these is provided in this document set.* You may photocopy these for classroom use as much as you wish provided you have the statement about design and development from the Educational Branch of the National Archives on the forms.

I have used these worksheets many times in class. Keep in mind that they are meant for federal government documents including movies, sound recordings, and so on. You may have to modify them for other types of documents. The cartoon and photograph worksheets may be applied to textbook illustrations. One modification that I make is to the “Written Document Analysis Worksheet.” Once I have used this a few times, I add two more elements that the students have to add to the back of the worksheet. The first one is after reading the document, they have to add what their textbook says about the document or events related to it. The second part is that they have to then blend the document and text material into a short essay telling the “story” of the document. This can be done individually or in groups.

Another way to use these documents is to enhance the reflection. In the student study guide that I wrote for this text, I emphasize a blend of well-known study methods: SQ3R and Six R. Reflection is one of those six. Students are encouraged to imagine themselves in the historic time in order to learn the material but any good historian also knows how to empathize. Encourage the students to read the documents by focusing on how they feel as they read and put themselves in that time. They should realize that this is part of historical method too. It is not just information gathering and analysis that makes good history but a kind of historical mindedness that allows us to put ourselves in the place of someone else in another time period.

Introductory Exercise: Introduction to Documents

1.        
This evening, with the help of a family member or an adult who is close to you, look through the souvenirs of your life that have been saved as you have grown. For example, these might include a photograph, a letter, a diary, a newspaper clipping, a birth certificate, a report card, or a library or social security card. Select one item to bring into class that you are willing to share with your classmates and teacher.

2.         
During your turn in class, present your document providing the following information:

            
a. What type of document is this?

            
b. What is the date of the document?

            
c. Who created the document?

            
d. How does the document relate to you?

3.        
Consider, for your document and the documents of your classmates, responses to the following questions:

            
a. What does the existence of this document say about whoever created it?

            
b. What does the existence of this document say about whoever saved it?

            
c. What does the existence of this document say about American life in this era?
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Introductory Exercise: Written Document Analysis Worksheet

1.
TYPE OF DOCUMENT (check one):


____ Newspaper

____ ​Map

____ Advertisement


____ Letter

____ Telegram

____ Congressional record

 
____ Patent

____ Press release
____ Census report 


____ Memorandum

____ Report

____ Other

2.
UNIQUE PHYSICAL QUALITIES OF THE DOCUMENT (check one or more):



____ Interesting letterhead

____ Notations



____ Handwritten


____“RECEIVED” stamp



____ Typed




____ Other



____ Seals

3.
DATE(S) OF DOCUMENT:__________________________________________________

4.
AUTHOR (OR CREATOR) OF THE DOCUMENT:_______________________________


POSITION (TITLE):________________________________________________________

5. FOR WHAT AUDIENCE WAS THE DOCUMENT WRITTEN?_____________________

______________________________________________________________________________

6.
DOCUMENT INFORMATION (There are many possible ways to answer A-E.)



A.
List three things the author said that you think are important:




1.____________________________________________________________________




2. ___________________________________________________________________




3. ___________________________________________________________________


B.
Why do you think this document was written?



_____________________________________________________________________





_____________________________________________________________________

C.    What evidence in the document helps you to know why it was written? 





Quote from the document.



_____________________________________________________________________



_____________________________________________________________________


D.
List two things the document tells you about life in the United States at the time it was written:



1._________________________________________________________________________



2._________________________________________________________________________


E. 
Write a question to the author that is left unanswered by the document:



__________________________________________________________________________



__________________________________________________________________________
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Introductory Exercise: Map Analysis Worksheet

1.
TYPE OF MAP (check one):


__  Raised relief map




__  Topographic


__  Political map



      
      contour-line map



__  Natural resource map



__  Military map


__  Bird’s-eye view




__  Artifact map

 
__  Satellite photograph/mosaic


__  Pictograph


__  Weather map




__  Other (_____________)

2.
PHYSICAL QUALITIES OF THE MAP (check one or more):



__  Compass



__  Handwritten



__  Date



__  Notations



__  Scale



__  Name of mapmaker



__  Title



__  Other (_____________)



__  Legend (key)

3.
DATE OF MAP:____________________________________________________________

4.
CREATOR OF MAP:________________________________________________________

5.
WHERE WAS THE MAP PRODUCED? ________________________________________

6.
MAP INFORMATION


A. 
List three things in this map that you think are important:



1.___________________________________________________________________



2.___________________________________________________________________



3.___________________________________________________________________


B.
Why do you think this map was drawn?



_____________________________________________________________________



_____________________________________________________________________

C. What evidence in the map suggests why it was drawn?



_____________________________________________________________________



_____________________________________________________________________

D. What information does the map add to the textbook’s account of the event?



_____________________________________________________________________



_____________________________________________________________________



E.
Does the information in this map support or contradict information that you have read about this event? Explain.



______________________________________________________________________



______________________________________________________________________


F.
Write a question to the mapmaker that is left unanswered by this map.



______________________________________________________________________



______________________________________________________________________




Designed and developed by the staff of the Education Branch, 




National Archives, Washington DC 20408

Introductory Exercise: Motion Picture Analysis Worksheet
Step 1: Pre-viewing

A. Title of film:


 ____________________________________________________________________________


Record Group source: 


_______________________________________________________________________

B.
What do you think you will see in this motion picture? List three con​cepts or ideas that you might expect to see based on the title of the film. List some people you might expect to see based on the title of the film.



Concepts/Ideas

People

1. ________________________________      
            1. ________________________________

2. ________________________________
2. ________________________________








3. ________________________________
3. ________________________________



Step 2: Viewing

A. 
Type of motion picture (check where applicable):

​​​________________Animated cartoon


________________Documentary film

________________Newsreel



________________Propaganda film

________________Theatrical short subject

________________Training film

________________Combat film


________________Other

B. 
Physical qualities of the motion picture (check where applicable):

________________Music




________________Narration

________________Special effects


________________Color

________________Live action



________________ Background noise

________________Animation



________________Dramatizations

C. 
Note how camera angles, lighting, music, narration, and/or editing con​tribute to creating an atmosphere in this film. What is the mood or tone of the film?


_______________________________________________________________________________


_______________________________________________________________________________


_______________________________________________________________________________


_______________________________________________________________________________


_______________________________________________________________________________
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Step 3: Post-viewing (or repeated viewing)

A.
Circle the things that you listed in the previewing activity that were validated by your viewing of the motion picture.

B.
  What is/are the central message(s) of this motion picture?

C.
   Consider the effectiveness of this film in communicating its message. As a  tool of communication, what are its strengths and weaknesses?


_______________________________________________________________________________


_______________________________________________________________________________


_______________________________________________________________________________

D. How do you think the filmmakers wanted the audience to respond?


_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

E.
Does this film appeal more to the viewer’s reason or emotion?______________________________


How does it make you feel?_________________________________________________________

F.

List two things this motion picture tells you about life in the United States at the time it was made:


1._____________________________________________________________________________


2._____________________________________________________________________________

G.

Write a question to the filmmaker that is left unanswered by the motion picture:


_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________



_______________________________________________________________________________

H.

What information do you gain about this event that would not be conveyed by a written source? Be specific.


_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________




Designed and developed by the staff of the Education Branch, 




National Archives, Washington, DC 20408

 Introductory Exercise: Poster Analysis Worksheet

1. What are the main colors used in the poster?


___________________________________________________________________________

2. What symbols (if any) are used in the poster?


___________________________________________________________________________

3.
If a symbol is used, is it:


 a. clear (easy to interpret)?_________________________________________


 b. memorable?__________________________________________________


 c. dramatic?____________________________________________________

4.
Are the messages in the poster more visual or verbal?

___________________________________________________________________________

5.
Who do you think is the intended audience for the poster?

___________________________________________________________________________

6.
What does the government hope that the audience will do?

___________________________________________________________________________

7.
What purpose(s) of government are served by the poster?

___________________________________________________________________________

8.
The most effective posters use symbols that are unusual, simple, and direct. Is this an effective poster?

___________________________________________________________________________
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Introductory Exercise: Photograph Analysis Worksheet

Step 1. 
Observation

A. 
Study the photograph for 2 minutes. Form an overall impression of the photograph and then examine individual items. Next, divide the photo into quadrants and study each section to see what new details become visible.

B.


Use the chart below to list people, objects, and activities in the photograph.


PEOPLE
OBJECTS

ACTIVITIES

Step 2.
Inference


Based on what you have observed above, list three things you might in​fer from this photograph.

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

Step 3. 
Questions


A. What questions does this photograph raise in your mind?
_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

B. Where could you find answers to them?

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________
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Introductory Exercise: Cartoon Analysis Worksheet

	
	 Visuals
	Words (not all cartoons include words)

	 


	1.   List the objects or people you see in the cartoon.
	  1.  Identify the cartoon caption and/or title. 

  2.   Locate three words or phrases used

        by the cartoonist to identify objects

        or people within the cartoon.

  3.   Record any important dates or

        numbers that appear in the cartoon.



	


	  2.  Which of the objects on your list are symbols? 

  3.  What do you think each symbol means?
	  4.  Which words or phrases in the cartoon appear to be the most significant? Why do you think so?

  5.  List adjectives that describe the emotions portrayed in the cartoon.



	 


	  A. Describe the action taking place in the cartoon. 

   B. Explain how the words in the cartoon clarify the symbols. 

   C. Explain the message of the cartoon.

   D. What special interest groups would agree/disagree with the cartoon’s message? Why?
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Introductory Exercise: Sound Recording Analysis Worksheet

Step 1. Pre-listening

A. Whose voices will you hear on this recording?


___________________________________________________________________________

B. 
What is the date of this recording?_________________________________________________

C. 
Where was this recording made?__________________________________________________

Step 2. Listening

A. 
Type of sound recording (check one):


__  Policy speech




__  Congressional Testimony


__  News Report




__  Interview


__  Entertainment Broadcast


__  Press Conference


__  Convention Proceedings


__  Campaign Speech


__  Arguments before a court


__  Other


__  Panel Discussion

B.
Unique physical qualities of the recording:


__  Music






__  Narration


__  Special Sound Effects




__  Background Sound

__  Live Broadcast

C.
What is the tone or mood of this sound recording?


___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________
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Step 3. Post-listening (or repeated listening)

A. 
List three things in this sound recording that you think are important: 

1. ________________________________________________________________________ 


2. ________________________________________________________________________

3. ________________________________________________________________________
B. 
Why do you think the original broadcast was made and for what audience?

___________________________________________________________________________

C. 
What evidence in the recording helps you to know why it was made?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

D.
List two things this sound recording tells you about life in the United States at the time it was made:


1. ________________________________________________________________________

2. __________________________________________________________________________

E.
Write a question to the broadcaster that is left unanswered by this sound recording:


___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

F.
What information do you gain about this event that would not be conveyed by a written transcript? Be specific.


___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________
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