U.S. History AP

Bigelow

Analyzing Primary Sources

A primary source is a document that is from the time-period being studied.  Examples are contemporary letters, news articles, pictures, political cartoons, artwork, music, books, speeches, journals, laws, interviews, films, etc.  Primary sources form the core of most works of history.  For obvious reasons of interpretation, misinformation, and simple time-passage, it would be very difficult to study history without actual sources from the time period.  Imagine having to rely only on the writings and themes of other historians in order to write a narrowly focused work of history!  Although original documents are usually kept in museums, archives, vaults, or warehouses reminiscent of the one at the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark, copies and collections of primary source documents are available at the library and online.  For example, presidential museums/libraries usually post some of their collections online and libraries usually have bound volumes of presidential letters, memoirs, etc.  The same can be said for the Congressional record, The Library of Congress, National Archives, museums, major newspapers, etc. 

It is an understatement to say that primary sources are essential to the understanding and writing of history!

A method often used in AP courses that facilitates the study of primary sources is the “A.P.P.A.R.T.S.” system.

Author

Who created the source?  What do you know about the author?  What is the author’s point of view?

Place & Time

Where and when was the source produced?  How might this affect the meaning of the source?

Prior Knowledge

Beyond information about the author and the context of its creation, what do you know that would help you further understand the primary source?  For example, when analyzing a political cartoon, do you recognize any symbols and recall what they represent?

Audience

For whom was the source created and how might this affect the reliability of the source?

Reason

Why was this source produced at the time it was produced?

The Main Idea

What point is the source trying to convey?

Significance

Why is this source important?  What inferences can you draw from this document?  

