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Understanding Primary and  

Secondary Sources 

 

 

• Students will define primary and 

secondary sources by their unique 

and distinct characteristics. 

 

• I can analyze different accounts of the 

same event or topic and note 

differences in information presented, 

authors’ points of view, or text types, 

such as primary and secondary 

sources. (ELA 3) 

 

• Students will apply those 

definitions to sources to 

determine whether they are 

primary or secondary. 

 

• I can analyze primary sources and 

secondary sources and draw 

appropriate conclusions. (Moose SS) 

• Students will evaluate the 

perspective shared in each source 

and its appropriate use for 

historical thinking and research. 

 

• I can interpret and use information 

delivered orally or visually and 

respond by asking relevant questions, 

summarizing key points, or elaborating 

on ideas. (ELA 7) 

 

 

How has New Hampshire come to be the way it is? 

 

Two 40-minute class sessions 

 

 

“Which Source Doesn’t Belong?” worksheet for projection 
Class set of “Face Off: Primary vs. Secondary Sources” worksheet  

Class set of “Analyze It! Primary or Secondary Source?” worksheet  

Source 1: “A Willys being towed through at Ossipee Valley N.H.,” 1936, for 

printing and/or projection 

Source 2: Historical New Hampshire, 2016, for printing and/or projection 
  

 

  



moose.nhhistory.org | 2 

Understanding Primary and  

Secondary Sources 

 

What’s the difference between primary and secondary sources? How do students use 

them appropriately? Under what circumstances is one more useful than the other? These 

basic questions drive this Social Studies Methods lesson. As students discover the 

answers, they develop crucial skills for research and critical thinking. Defining and 

analyzing primary and secondary sources are vital skills that need much practice. 

Starting by 4th grade is important so that students build their skills throughout their 

educational career and achieve a level of mastery by adulthood where these skills are life 

skills. Please note, lesson vocabulary and definitions are at the end of the document. You 

may wish to preview these with your students. 

 

In this lesson, students evaluate two items related to the same topic and determine if 

each item is a primary or secondary source. Students will consider the different 

perspectives on the topic presented by each source and determine the benefits and 

limitations of each type of source. The lesson procedures are also easily adaptable for 

additional sources of your choosing.   

 

Two reinforcement activities are suggested for students who will benefit from spending 

more time with the concepts in this lesson. Extension activities are suggested for 

students who are ready for a more complex exploration of primary and secondary 

sources. Please adapt all the material in this lesson, as necessary, to meet the needs of 

the students in your classroom. 
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Understanding Primary and  

Secondary Sources 

 

 

 

One of these sources is not like the others. Project the “Which 

Source Doesn’t Belong?” worksheet and ask students to look closely at 

the four images shown. They all have things in common and distinctive 

traits. Ask the students what they notice about how the sources are 

similar and different.  

 

Possible outcomes:  

• Students may comment on the shape of the items and whether 

pictures are present.  

• Students may observe some items have more words, while some 

have some or none.  

• Students may notice the presence or absence of people. 

• Students may observe some items appear older than others. 

• Eventually, guide students to realize that:   

o all four items are sources of information in some way. 

o a source is simply something that supplies information. 

▪ The picture shows a snapshot of a moment in time 

in 1908. 

▪ The document shows the proclamation about Old 

Home Day and what it was for. 

▪ The letter shows an interaction between two 

historical figures.  

▪ The journal tells about topics in history.  

• Guide students to understand that image C, Historical New 

Hampshire, seems different from the others.  

o It has information about many subjects, while the other 

sources are specific to one subject.  

o It is written by people who did research to find out about 

subjects after the events. 

o The other sources were created by people who 

experienced or knew first-hand about the subject at the 

time of the event. 

 

 

Primary or secondary: What’s the big difference? Whether or not 

students were able to differentiate between image C and the others, 

reiterate that all four images show sources of information but that A, B, 

and D are primary sources of information—first-hand or original pieces 

of information—while C is a secondary source, created to share 

information about events after they have occurred, often by interpreting 

primary sources.  

 

Using sources. Ask students why they think it’s important to know 

about these different types of sources. Using a turn and talk, or 

preferred discussion strategy, discuss: How and when would students 

use these kinds of sources?  
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Understanding Primary and  

Secondary Sources 

Possible outcomes:  

• The picture might be used to study the history of Mt. Washington 

or to compare tourism to today.  

• The document may be used to study the history of New 

Hampshire holidays. 

• The letter may be used to study the Revolutionary period.  

• The journal may be used to get a historian’s perspective.  

• Students should conclude different types of sources give different 

perspectives on a topic.  

 

If all sources give different perspectives on a topic, ask students how 

each of the sources may be biased, or give different perspectives.  

• All sources are the perspective of the person who created them.  

• The picture may include or not include people or objects.  

• The document may be written to appeal to certain kinds of 

people.  

• The letter is Washington’s ideas.  

• The journal is the perspective of the writers.  

 

Students need to learn to identify when the creator has a perspective 

that does not allow for hearing or seeing another side of the story. How 

are the perspectives of primary and secondary sources different?  

• A primary source is more likely to give a perspective that is “in 

the moment” of the historical event.  

• A secondary source is often constructed sometime after the 

event.  

• Primary sources, particularly letters and diaries may only share 

one view of a situation, which could be biased toward a certain 

conclusion. 

• Secondary sources can be filtered through someone else’s 

opinion and perspective. 

 

Provide students with the “Face-Off: Primary vs. Secondary Sources” 

worksheet. Read through the features of primary and secondary sources 

together. Then ask students to complete the worksheet, independently 

or in pairs. Review the answers as a whole group.   

 

Teaching tip: This is a good spot to pause if you will divide the lesson 

between two teaching periods.  

 

 

Primary or secondary? Tell students they will use the features on the 

sheet to analyze two different sources on the same topic from New 

Hampshire’s history and figure out which is a primary source and which 

is a secondary source. 

 

Project or distribute printouts of the photograph source 1: “A Willys 

being towed through at Ossipee Valley N.H.,” 1936, and the photocopy 

of source 2: Historical New Hampshire. Explain to students that both 

sources are related to a real natural disaster that had a huge impact on 

New Hampshire: the flood of 1936 that resulted in $100 million in 

damage throughout New England. 



moose.nhhistory.org | 5 

Understanding Primary and  

Secondary Sources 

Provide students with the “Analyze It! Primary or Secondary Source?” 

worksheet. Ask students to work independently or in pairs to complete 

the analysis activity up to the Build section. 

 

 

Building on knowledge. Gather as a whole group and share what was 

discovered about the two sources. Then ask students to think about how 

they would use these sources to do research about the flood of 1936 

and then independently answer the Build question on the worksheet. 

Share answers as a class. Depending on how the students answer the 

question, you may want them to complete a reinforcement or extension 

activity.  

 

Reflect back. If students struggled with the ““Which Source Doesn’t 

Belong?” worksheet used in the Activation of this lesson, project it 

again. Ask students if they are now more able to decide which of the 

sources are primary and which of the sources are secondary. Encourage 

students to provide evidence for their answers.  

 

1. Individual research. Create a short list of topics, ideally related 

to New Hampshire history, that students could look up in an 

encyclopedia. Ask students to find the encyclopedia entries 

online or provide printed copies of the entries. Then allow 

students to use the Media Library on the Educators side of the 

Moose on the Loose website or the Library of Congress 

(www.loc.gov) to find a primary source that relates to the 

secondary source encyclopedia entry. Students then compare the 

sources using the “Analyze It! Primary or Secondary Source?” 

worksheet provided with this lesson. 

 

2. Morning meeting practice. Gather examples of primary and 

secondary sources and put them in a basket. During morning 

meeting, have students pick a source and explain why that 

source is a primary or secondary source. They should be sure to 

give evidence to support their ideas and defend their position.  

 

1. Extending source understanding. Revisit the “Face-Off: 

Primary Sources vs. Secondary Sources” worksheet. If students 

identified an item as a primary source, can they think of an 

example of a secondary source that might be created using that 

primary source? Or, if they think something is a secondary 

source, what might be the primary source material that was used 

to create that secondary source? Suggested answers are 

included in the Answer Key.  

 

2. Newspapers: primary or secondary? Provide students with 

the front page from “Manchester Leader, March 19, 1936.” Ask 

students to consider if a newspaper story published at the time 

of the flood is a primary or secondary source. Reporters have to 

go to places, interview people, and record information as they 

see it. How is this a primary source? How is it a secondary 

source? Recognize with students that these are complex 

questions that have no easy answers!  
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Understanding Primary and  

Secondary Sources 

 

1. Letter from George Washington to John Stark, January 3, 

1781; Object ID: 1918.005.01.15.012 

 

2. Cog Railway, circa 1908; Object ID: 07.02.02.055.001d (9) 

 

3. Historical New Hampshire, Vol. 69, No. 3, Fall 2016; Call No. 

977.8 N5321h  

 

4. Proclamation for old home week, 1900; Object ID: S 

1997.554.27 

 

5. A Willys being towed through at Ossipee Valley N.H., 1936; 

Object ID 07.02.02.112.001 (12) 
 

6. Referred to as Historical New Hampshire: “Perseverance on the 

Merrimack: The Challenges and Transformation of the 

Amoskeag Millyard, 1935–1980," Kelly M. Kilcrease, Historical 

New Hampshire 69.3 (Fall 2016), p. 192 

 

7. Front Page of March 19, 1936 edition of the Manchester Leader 

and Evening Union. 

 

 

 

 

✓ Gathering, Interpreting, and Using Evidence (3-5.S1.1. 3-5.S1.2) 

 

 

✓ Theme 2: Time, Continuity, and Change 

 

 

✓ Determining Helpful Sources (D1.5.3-5) 

✓ Historical Sources and Evidence (D2.His.10.3-5) 

✓ Gathering and Evaluating Sources (D3.2.3-5) 

 

 

✓ Craft and Structure in Informational Text (RI.4.6) 

✓ Comprehension and Collaboration in Speaking and Listening (SL.4.3) 
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Understanding Primary and  

Secondary Sources 

 

(noun) An attitude that always favors one way of feeling or acting 

over any other 

 

(noun) The point of view expressed through writing, speech, 

photographs, and other sources of information 

 

(noun) An original source of information created by someone who was 

part of or who witnessed the events described or shown  

 

 

(noun) A source of information created by someone who researched a 

topic, often using primary sources, to explain or analyze the topic 

(noun) Something that supplies information 
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Source for all images: New Hampshire Historical Society 

Look closely at these images. What do they have in common? Which one seems different?  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

  

Announcement by 

governor’s office 

in 1900. 

 

A picture taken 

in 1908.  

 

A journal written 

by historians.    

 

A letter by 

George 

Washington 

in 1781. 
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Source for all images: New Hampshire Historical Society 

Look closely at these images. What do they have in common? Which one seems different?  

  

 
 
 
 

 

  
  

Image A: New Hampshire 

Governor Frank Rollins’s 1900 

proclamation of a new 

statewide celebration: Old 

Home Week 

Primary source 

 

Image B: A 

1908 picture of 

passengers 

aboard a railcar 

that takes 

guests to visit 

the base of 

Mount 

Washington.  

Primary source 

Image C: The Fall 2016 

issue of Historical New 

Hampshire, a journal 

published by the New 

Hampshire Historical 

Society. It contains 

articles by historians 

about different topics in 

New Hampshire’s 

history.   

Secondary source 

Image D: A letter from General 

George Washington to General 

John Stark, dated January 3, 

1781. 

Primary source 
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Name         ___ 

• First-hand information about something  

• Original work or information about a topic or events 

• Often created at the time of the event 

 

• Second-hand information about something  

• Can be a description or analysis of information from a 

primary source 

• Often created after the event 
 

 

Using the features above to guide your thinking, try to label each of these sources as primary or secondary. Write “P” for 

primary or “S” for secondary in the box next to the source description.  

1. A letter from General George Washington telling General John Stark there is no money to pay his 

soldiers 

 

2. An encyclopedia entry about the invention of the Cog Railway and its use as a means of 

transportation on Mount Washington 

 

3. An online review of a new movie  

4. A recording of Martin Luther King Jr. delivering his “I Have a Dream” speech 

 

 

5. A chapter in a science textbook about the life cycle of a bean plant  

6. A 1905 photograph of the New England League champion baseball team from Concord, New 

Hampshire 
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Name    Answer Key      

• First-hand information about something  

• Original work or information about a topic or events 

• Often created at the time of the event 

• Second-hand information about something  

• Can be a description or analysis of information from a 

primary source 

• Often created after the event 
 

 

Using the features above to guide your thinking, try to label each of these sources as primary or secondary. Write “P” for 

primary or “S” for secondary in the box next to the source description.  

1. A letter from General George Washington 

telling General John Stark there is no money 

to pay his soldiers 

P – This is an original piece of information created by a person 

involved in the events.  

A secondary source would be a biography of John Stark that mentions the 

letter. 

2. An encyclopedia entry about the invention of 

the Cog Railway and its use as a means of 

transportation on Mt. Washington 

S – This is a general summary of events that happened in the past, 

using multiple primary sources.  

A primary source would be inventor Sylvester Marsh’s patent for the Cog 

Railway machinery. 

3. A story about how a new movie was made S – This is a study of the work to make a movie, and the information 

for it would have been gathered from interviews or a press packet.  

The primary source is the movie itself or interview with the movie’s director. 

4. A recording of Martin Luther King, Jr. 

delivering his famous “I Have a Dream” 

speech 

 

P – A speech is an original work, created and delivered by an 

individual sharing their own thoughts.  

A secondary source on this topic might be a documentary film discussing the 

impact of King’s speech. 

5. A chapter in a science textbook about the 

life cycle of a bean plant 

S – This source provides general information gathered by looking at 

primary sources, such as results from primary source bean plant studies and 

experiments. 

6. A 1905 photograph of the New England 

League champion baseball team from 

Concord, New Hampshire 

P – A photograph, or any piece of visual art, is an original work, which 

captures an idea or moment in time.  

A secondary source might be a book about early baseball teams in New 

England that discusses the 1905 season of the Concord team. 
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Name           

 Source Title:  Source Title: 

 

 

Look closely at 

each source and 

describe it in as 

much detail as 

possible. What 

kind of source is 

it: a photograph? 

A document? An 

object? 

 

  

 

 

Think about what 

you’ve learned 

about the 

differences 

between primary 

and secondary 

sources.  

Which source is 

primary?  

Which is 

secondary?  

What features 

make you think 

that? 
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Whose point of 

view or 

perspective is 

communicated in 

this source? 

 

 

 

 

 

How is this source 

helpful for 

learning about the 

past? 

 

 

 

 

 

How is this source 

unhelpful? 
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Source: New Hampshire Historical Society 

 

 

 

Source 1: Flooded Car, 1936 
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Source 2: Historical New Hampshire, 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: New Hampshire Historical Society  
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Name    Answer Key      

 Source:  

Flooded Car, 1936 

Source: 

Historical New Hampshire, 2016 

 

 

 

Look closely at 

each source and 

describe it in as 

much detail as 

possible. What 

kind of source is 

it: a photograph? 

A document? An 

object? 

 

Possible Response: In a black and white photograph, 

a dark colored car is in water up to the round 

headlights. The car is surrounded by water and some 

snow, and trees are in the background. Some trees do 

not have leaves, some look like pine trees. The style of 

the car looks old-fashioned and boxy.  

The year 1936 is written at the top. Along the bottom 

someone has written words: “A Willys being towed 

through at Ossipee Valley N.H.” Maybe a Willys is the 

type of car? Being towed must mean the car was stuck 

in the water. 

 

 

Possible Response: This is a page of typed words. 

The words are in a column even on both sides. It looks 

like an article or a page from a book. The words 

“Manchester” and “Amoskeag Manufacturing Company” 

are repeated so might be important. Someone has 

circled and underlined a sentence that describes how 

snow melting and rainstorms caused the Merrimack 

River to overflow on March 17, 1936.  

 

 

Think about what 

you’ve learned 

about the 

differences 

between primary 

and secondary 

sources. Which 

source is 

primary? Which is 

secondary? What 

features make 

you think that? 

 

 

 

Possible Response: A photograph can capture a 

historic event when it happens. The flood happened in 

1936 and this photograph shows a car in a flood and is 

dated 1936. This photograph is a primary source. A 

primary source is a first-hand account of an event or 

ideas. 

 

 

 

Possible Response: This seems to be a long article 

about Manchester or the Amoskeag Manufacturing 

Company. There is a brief mention of the flood that 

explains when it happened and how. A secondary 

source is a second-hand account that explains and 

analyzes events using information from primary 

sources. This article is a secondary source.  
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Whose point of 

view or 

perspective is 

communicated in 

this source? 

 

 

 

 

How is this source 

helpful for 

learning about the 

past? 

 

 

 
 
 

How is this source 

unhelpful? 

 

 

 

Possible Response: This photograph shows the 

perspective of someone who was in the car or 

someone who came to help.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

This photograph tells us what New Hampshire looked 

like when the flood occurred. We see some ways the 

flood affected people.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

This primary source does not tell us everything about 

the flood. It does not tell us what caused the flood, 

what areas were affected by the flood, or how long it 

took for the water level to go down. It does not tell us 

the exact date of the flood or who owned the car. Even 

though this primary source helps us imagine a specific 

moment in time, we need to do more research to 

answer our questions. 

 

 

 

 

Possible Response: This is just part of an article 

about the Amoskeag Manufacturing Company. The 

author of the article, who is likely a historian, has done 

research and is putting pieces together to tell a story. 

A problem mentioned is the flood.  

 

 

 
 

 

This source is helpful because it gives a few more 

details about when and why the flood happened and 

explains how it affected a particular business.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

This source does not tell us how the flood affected 

other businesses or parts of the state. Even though 

this secondary source helps us see how an event 

impacted a particular business, we need to do more 

research to learn more about the flood and its impact. 

A source like this also makes it harder to image the 

flood because we cannot see it.  
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 Source: New Hampshire Historical Society 

 


