
Using	Visual	and	Written	Primary	Sources	
to	Teach	Critical	Thinking



Teaching	resources	in	the	late	60s















What	is	history?

“History	is	all	the	remains	that	have	come	down	to	
us	from	the	past,	studied	with	all	the	critical	and	
interpretive	power	that	the	present	can	bring	to	
the	task.”

Frederick	Jackson	Turner



Teaching	history

The	structure	of	history	is	more	important	than	
the	memorization	of	facts.

Jerome	Bruner	





Why	use	the	historical	method?		

History	courses	stressed	content.
• knowledge	transmission	(processed)
• do	the	thinking	for	you
• absorb,	remember,	repeat	(rote,	passive)
• superficial	
• "easy"	- bland/boring	
• history	closed	– one	right	answer	– textbook	certitude
• students	were	desk-bound	 listeners
• history	dead
History	was	the	least	popular	subject	for	many	students.	



Why	students	like	primary	sources
The	historical	method	stresses	both	content	and	process.

• construct	knowledge	 (unprocessed)
• do	your	own	thinking	about	meaningful	historical	problems
• critical	thinking	(active	analysis)
• in-depth
• disagreement	– variety	of	interpretations
• difficult	– challenging,	engaging
• history	open	– multiple	answers
• primary	sources	spark	interest	in	a	topic
• history	alive

Could	history	become	the	most	popular	subject?







What	was	wrong	with	the	available	
books	of	primary	sources	?

• written	sources	(100%)
• too	long,	complex
• government	sources
• for	academic	students
• subtle	biases
• reinforce	textbook
• always	reliable/credible	
• carefully	selected	(sanitized)
• single	perspective
• often	deadly	



How	to	improve	books	of	
primary	sources

• written	AND	visual
• shorter,	less	complex
• everyday	sources
• age-appropriate
• more	obvious	biases
• multiple	perspectives	– range	of	views
• not	always	reliable/credible	– challenge	the	textbook
• include	marginalized	groups	– women,	First	Nations	etc.
• lively



Historical	perspectives	
A	perspective	(point	of	view	or	bias)	can	influence	how	we	view	an	
event	or	person.	It	applies	to	the	producers	of	source	materials	and	
the	historian.	
• political
• economic	or	class
• national
• gender
• vocational
• religious
• racial	or	ethnic
• historical	influences
• marital	status
• personal	values



The	bias	rule	says	that	every	source	is	biased	in	some	
way.	Documents	tell	us	only	what	the	creator	of	the	
document	thought	happened,	or	perhaps	wants	us	to	
think	happened.	As	a	result,	historians	follow	these	
guidelines	when	they	review	evidence	from	the	past:
- view	every	piece	of	evidence	critically
- consider	the	creator’s	point	of	view	
- cross	check	the	date	of	each	piece	of	evidence



Experimenting	with	
primary	sources



Class	debates



A	variety	of	sources



Submissions	to	the	Queen



Parliamentary	style	debates







Making	historic	films





Making	historic	videos

Robert	Burnaby





Hiking	historic	trails











Visiting	archives

















Mock	trials



Prepare	five	questions	 the	prosecution	 lawyers	should	ask	about	the	document.	
Prepare	five	questions	 the	defence lawyers	should	ask	about	 the	document.







Analyzing	primary	sources
1.	What kind	of	source	is	it?	What	is	the	source	about?	What	point	

is	the	source	trying	to	make?

2.	Whenwas	the	source	created:	during	the	event,	soon	after	or	
much	later	(context)?

3.	Wherewas	the	source	created	and	under	what	conditions?	

4.	Who created	the	source?	Credentials?	Point	of	view?

5.	Whywas	the	source	created?	For	whom?	Whose	interests	does	
the	source	serve?

6.	What	inferences	can	I	make	from	this	source?	What	evidence	
can	I	provide?











The	evacuation	of	Fort	Pitt	by	the	NWMP,	April	15,	1885.





To	Canada,	Minister	of	the	Interior,	Ottawa,	1903														



Why	use	visual	sources?
• communicate	quickly
• interesting	– compelling	– provocative	– challenging
• require	analysis	or	decoding
• multiple	perspectives	
• often	have	a	strong	point	of	view
• artistic
• variety	of	sources	- cartoons,	paintings,	posters,	photographs,	

advertisements,	maps,	statistics,	graphs,	monuments,	stamps,	
artifacts,	postcards	etc.

• liked	by	all	students	(not	just	the	academic	students)



Turning	points
Historical	method
Visits	to	archives
Impact	of	technology

Overhead	projectors
Photocopiers	– ability	to	reproduce	images
Computers	– exam	banks	=	garbage	in/garbage	out
Internet	– greater	access	to	images
PowerPoint	– LCD	projectors

Desire	to	examine	a	wider	variety	of	skills
Advanced	Placement		- examined	all	the	SS	skills

Canada’s	National	History	Society



Political	cartoons









Confederation



















Math	contests?	Why	not	a	history	contest?

1.	critical	thinking	questions	(MC,	short	and	long	essays)
2.	emphasis	on	visual	primary	sources

• lack	of	a	national	curriculum	and	textbook
• Canadian	history	taught	at	different	grade	levels
• focus	on	skills	and	major	events

3.	short	documents	(influence	of	AP)
4.	multiple	perspectives
5.	variety	of	primary	sources
6.	grade	level	appropriate	sources
7.	interesting	and	provocative	sources	





<www.begbiecontestsociety.org>



• Historical	method
• Teaching	ideas
• Themes
• Questions	– over	3000	primary	sources
• Publications



Teaching	ideas	using	Canadian	
Primary	Sources	in	the	Classroom



Political	cartoons.	Select	5-10	cartoons:	Sort	by	most	interesting	to	least	
interesting;	most	biased	to	least	biased;	left	wing	to	right	wing;	for	war	or	against	
war;	most	emotional	reaction,	least	emotional	reaction;	by	region;	by	date,	major	
publication	(view	of	majority),	minor	publication	(views	of	minority)	etc.	Whose	
interests	are	served	by	each	of	the	cartoons?



Statues.	“Monuments	are	sermons	in	stone.”	Select	five	statues	of	
Louis	Riel;	What	is	each	monument	meant	to	convey	or	communicate?		
Which	one	is	the	best?



Royal	Tour.	King	George	VI	and	Queen	Elizabeth	talking	with	Rt.	Hon.	W.L.	Mackenzie	King	
on	the	terrace	of	the	Banff	Springs	Hotel,	1939.	
Photographs.	Is	the	photograph	candid	or	posed?	Why	was	the	
photograph	taken?	What	is	the	photographer’s	attitude	or	bias?	Clues:	
subject,	gestures,		perspective,	framing,	distance,	space,	symbolism.	



Paintings.	What	was	the	creator’s	purpose?	Look	at	the	subject,	colour,	
gestures,	perspective,	framing,	distances,	space	and	symbolism	for	
clues.	



Magazine	covers.	SOAPS	–
Subject/Occasion/Audience/Purpose/Speaker	



Posters.	What	is	the	message?	Is	the	poster	effective?	How	is	the	message	
conveyed?	Explain	how	the	artist	used	colour,	words,	images,	symbols	and	
the	arrangement	of	ideas	to	produce	a	specific	reaction	in	the	viewer.	Good	
posters	are	simple,	direct,	clear,	memorable,	emotional	and	dramatic.



"C.J.C.	Clayton...	brings	a	message	from	Captain	R.A.S.	Allen...	who	
died	of	wounds	in	a	hospital...	confirming	the	horrible	story	of	the	
crucifixion	of	a	Canadian	sergeant	by	the	Germans.	Clayton	says...	
'Allen	went	on	to	declare	that...	a	Canadian	sergeant	was	tied	up	by	
the	arms	and	legs	to	a	tree	and	pierced	sixty	times	by	German	
bayonets.'	Clayton	says	the	sergeant's	name	was	given	him	by	Allen,	
but	in	the	confusion	of	wounding	he	cannot	now	find	it...'	

The	Paris	correspondent	of	the	Morning	Post	says	to-day:	'Wounded	
Canadians...	heard	it	[the	story	of	a	crucified	Canadian	soldier]	from	
officers	in	the	Dublin	Fusiliers	who	actually	came	across	the	body	
nailed	to	a	door	with	hands	and	feet	pierced	with	bayonets.	The	
body	was	riddled	with	bullets.'	"

"Canadian	Was	Crucified,"	The	Toronto	Star,	May	11,	1915

Newspaper	reports.	Are	newspapers	a	reliable	source?	When	and	
where	was	the	story	written?	Who	wrote	it	and	why	did	they	write	it?



Canadian	Primary	Sources	in	
the	Classroom:	First	World	War
Variety	of	primary	sources
Postcards,	photographs,	posters,	paintings,	sculptures,	
advertisements,	pamphlets,	poetry,	book	covers,	statistics,	
sheet	music,	newspaper	articles,	calendar

Variety	of	topics	(impact	of	the	war)
Casualties,	deaths,	veterans,	nationhood,	profiteering,
knighthoods,	income	tax,	bilingualism,	suffrage,	
women	workers,	Halifax	explosion,	Conscription,	
remembrance,	political,	labour

Multiple	perspectives

Age-appropriate	sources





Fifteen	Ways	to	Interpret	the	Past
Good	versus	Evil
The	Struggle	for	Survival
The	Rise	and	Fall	of	Civilizations
The	Growth	of	Freedom
Progress
British	Imperialism
Nationhood
The	Northern	Frontier
Staples
Metropolitanism
The	Empire	of	the	St.	Lawrence
Biographies	of	Great	Persons
The	Oppressed	versus	the	Oppressor
The	Struggle	for	the	Border
Social	History



1642,	Founding	 of	Montreal,	 Sieur de	Maissoneuve,	Confederation	
Life



Sample	assignment	using	
primary	sources

Write	a	history	of	a	member	of	your	family	or	a	
friend	or	neighbour.	Include	copies	of	ten	primary	
sources	you	used	during	your	research.


