
“Give me a step-by-step plan for using primary sources in the classroom to teach students 
to make use of historical evidence in their writing” (GPT-3.5) 

Sure! Here is a step-by-step plan for using primary sources in the classroom to teach students to 
make use of historical evidence in their writing: 

1. Introduce primary sources: Begin by explaining what primary sources are and why they 
are important for understanding history. Give examples of primary sources, such as 
diaries, letters, photographs, and artifacts. 

2. Model analysis: Model for students how to analyze primary sources by choosing a 
document or image and walking them through your thought process as you analyze it. 
Point out important details, ask questions, and make connections to other information. 

3. Guided practice: Provide students with several primary sources and guide them through 
the analysis process. Provide prompts to help students focus their analysis, such as "What 
details do you notice in this source?" and "What questions does this source raise?" 

4. Independent practice: Give students a primary source and have them analyze it 
independently. Encourage them to ask questions, make connections to other information, 
and draw conclusions based on the evidence presented in the source. 

5. Writing assignments: Assign writing assignments that require students to use primary 
sources as evidence to support their arguments. For example, ask students to write a 
persuasive essay using primary sources to argue for or against a particular historical event 
or person. 

6. Peer review: Have students share their writing with a peer and ask them to evaluate the 
use of primary sources. Encourage students to give constructive feedback and offer 
suggestions for improvement. 

7. Reflection: Ask students to reflect on what they have learned about using primary sources 
as historical evidence. Ask questions such as "What surprised you about using primary 
sources?" and "How did analyzing primary sources help you understand historical events 
or people better?" 

By following this step-by-step plan, students will gain a deeper understanding of history and 
learn how to use primary sources as evidence to support their writing. 

“Can you elaborate?” 

Certainly! Here are some additional details to further explain each step of the plan: 

1. Introduce primary sources: Start by defining primary sources and explaining why they are 
important. Primary sources are original documents or artifacts that provide firsthand 
information about a historical event or person. They can include letters, diaries, 
photographs, newspaper articles, government documents, and more. Primary sources are 
valuable for understanding history because they provide direct evidence of what 
happened and what people thought or experienced at the time. 

2. Model analysis: Choose a primary source that is appropriate for your students' grade level 
and walk them through the analysis process. For example, if you are teaching about the 
Civil War, you might choose a letter written by a soldier. As you analyze the letter, point 



out details such as the date it was written, the author's name, and the location where it 
was written. Ask questions such as "What is the author's tone?" and "What details in the 
letter suggest the author's feelings about the war?" 

3. Guided practice: Provide students with several primary sources and guide them through 
the analysis process. You might use a worksheet that provides prompts for students to 
answer as they analyze each source. For example, you might ask students to identify the 
author and audience of the source, describe the main ideas presented in the source, and 
evaluate the reliability of the information presented. 

4. Independent practice: Give students a primary source to analyze independently. 
Encourage them to use the same analysis process they practiced in step 3. Once they have 
analyzed the source, have them write a brief summary of the main ideas presented in the 
source and what they learned from analyzing it. 

5. Writing assignments: Assign a writing assignment that requires students to use primary 
sources as evidence to support their arguments. For example, you might ask students to 
write a persuasive essay arguing for or against the Civil War, using primary sources to 
support their claims. Encourage them to use direct quotes from primary sources to 
strengthen their arguments. 

6. Peer review: After students have written their essays, have them share them with a peer 
and ask for feedback. Encourage students to evaluate how well their peer used primary 
sources to support their arguments. Provide a rubric that includes criteria such as the 
relevance and quality of the primary sources used, the accuracy of the information 
presented, and the strength of the argument presented. 

7. Reflection: Finally, have students reflect on what they have learned about using primary 
sources as historical evidence. Ask questions such as "What surprised you about using 
primary sources?" and "How did analyzing primary sources help you understand 
historical events or people better?" Encourage students to consider how they can apply 
what they learned in future history classes or in their own research. 

Overall, by following these steps, you can help your students develop a deeper understanding of 
history and how to use primary sources as evidence to support their writing. 

“Are there other steps I should take?” 

Yes, there are additional steps you can take to help students make the most out of using primary 
sources in their writing: 

8. Provide context: In addition to analyzing the primary source itself, it's important to 
provide students with context about the historical event or person being studied. This can 
help students understand the significance of the primary source and how it fits into the 
broader historical narrative. 

9. Encourage critical thinking: As students analyze primary sources, encourage them to 
think critically about the information presented. Ask them to consider the perspective of 
the author, the purpose of the source, and any biases or limitations that may be present. 

10. Use multiple sources: Encourage students to use multiple primary sources to support their 
arguments. This can help them develop a more nuanced understanding of the historical 
event or person being studied. 



11. Emphasize citation: Teach students how to properly cite their sources using a recognized 
citation style, such as MLA or APA. This is important for giving credit to the original 
author and avoiding plagiarism. 

12. Evaluate sources: Help students evaluate the quality and reliability of primary sources. 
Teach them to consider factors such as the author's credibility, the date of the source, and 
any potential biases or limitations. 

By incorporating these additional steps into your teaching, you can help students develop a more 
sophisticated understanding of using primary sources as evidence in their writing. 

“Can you suggest an assignment that will assess these skills?” 

Sure! Here is an assignment that can help assess students' skills in using primary sources to 
support their writing: 

Assignment: Using primary sources to understand the impact of the Civil Rights Movement 

Instructions: 

1. Choose a primary source from the Civil Rights Movement era that interests you. This can 
be a letter, speech, photograph, or other type of primary source. 

2. Analyze the primary source using the steps we practiced in class. Identify the author, 
audience, and main ideas presented in the source. Consider the context of the historical 
event and any potential biases or limitations present in the source. 

3. Write a 2-3 page essay that uses the primary source you analyzed to explain the impact of 
the Civil Rights Movement on American society. Use at least one direct quote from the 
primary source to support your argument. 

4. Properly cite your primary source using a recognized citation style, such as MLA or 
APA. 

Assessment: In assessing this assignment, consider the following criteria: 

1. Use of primary source: Does the essay effectively use a primary source to support the 
argument? Is the primary source properly analyzed and cited? 

2. Historical accuracy: Is the essay historically accurate and based on reliable sources? 
3. Writing quality: Is the essay well-written and organized? Is it clear, concise, and free of 

grammatical errors? 
4. Critical thinking: Does the essay demonstrate critical thinking skills, such as evaluating 

the perspective of the author and considering the context of the historical event? 

Overall, this assignment will require students to use their skills in analyzing primary sources and 
using them to support their writing. By evaluating their essays based on these criteria, you can 
assess their understanding of using primary sources as evidence in historical writing. 

 



 
 


