Interpreting Documents: Quick Reference


During the semester, use this sheet to help you complete the Document Based Questions (DBQs) and class discussion documents
Defining Characteristics of Primary Source Documents 

· Written/created at the time under discussion.  

· First hand account

· If there is analysis, it is usually without the benefit of hindsight

Examples of Primary Source Documents 
	· Archives and manuscript material 

· Photographs

· Audio recordings, video recordings, films of contemporary events
· Journals

· Diaries
· Letters

· Maps

· Speeches 

· Scrapbooks 

· Books, newspaper and magazine articles published at the time
	· Government publications or documents (reports, treaties, laws, memos…)
· Statistics compiled at the time
· Production data

· Oral histories 

· Records of organizations 

· Autobiographies

· Printed ephemera (pamphlets, advertising, stickers, ticket stubs…)

· Artifacts (clothing, costumes, furniture, tools...) 

· Research data; public opinion polls done at the time


Bias

· Any thought, philosophy, experience or attitude that affects the way a person interprets events.
· It is NOT negative or positive: It just IS
· In history, be sure to determine the bias of an author/creator as it applies to the topic or question under investigation. (See Special Note #1 in the next section)
Reasons for Bias in Primary Source 
	· Nationality

· Economic status

· Occupation

· Social status
	· Contemporary events

· Political beliefs

· Gender

· Gender identification
	· Sexual orientation

· Religion

· Ethnicity
· Social/philosophical


Special Note #1: When answering the "bias question," you cannot simply say, There is a political bias, or There is an economic bias, or There is a religious bias... (This will earn you a ONE or ZERO out of three points possible, depending on my mood and how far along we are in the semester).  Below are some examples of acceptable responses:
· "This speech has a political bias because the author, Jefferson Davis, is a Democrat who fears the anti-slavery policies of the Republican party."

· "This letter has a pro-German/Anti-French nationalist bias because the author is a German and lives on the border of France and Germany after World War I"
· "This law has an economic bias because it imposes a tax on imported goods"

· These are the simple answers.  As the semester progresses, you will be expected to identify multiple bias from each source and tie them directly to the topic or question under discussion.
Defining Characteristics of Secondary Source 

· Works that analyze, assess or interpret an historical event, era, or phenomenon

· Generally use primary sources to do so

· Often offer a review or a critique

· Secondary sources are written well after the events that are being researched. 

· However, if an individual writes about events that he or she experienced first hand many years after that event occurred, it is still considered a primary source.

Examples of Secondary Source Documents 

· History Books

· Academic journal articles
· Monographs
· Historical research presentations

· Academic reviews, research reports

· Thematic maps

· Research data, charts, graphs compiled and analyzed after the fact
Reasons for Bias in Secondary Documents: The same reasons as a primary source, with this additional category.  See Special Note #2
	· Type of Historian (Academic specialty in addition to history)
	· Economic

· Political

· Social

· Technological/Scientific

· Psychological
	· “Theory Specific” (i.e. Marxist, Revisionist, Gender/Race…)


Special Note #2: As with primary sources, do not give one word answers to the "bias question" (i.e., economic, political, social, etc.).  Below are some examples:
· "An economic historian would find this chart useful because it displays American per capita GDP against the per capita balance of trade."
· "This article is probably the work of a social historian because she is discussing the relationships between the educated middle class and uneducated working class."

· "This thematic map would be useful to a historian with a specialty in medicine because it shows the spread of the bubonic plague."

· As the semester progresses, it will be expected that your answers will become more and more nuanced.
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