Evaluating Primary Written Documents 


Primary written documents are the raw materials of history. They are small pieces that the historian hopes to assemble to create a larger, coherent picture, and they must be examined carefully to determine where they fit. Each piece provides some information in itself, but it must also be placed in its proper context. While reading for knowledge of the textual content and being able to summarize this content are important skills, students at the college level need to go beyond that. To do so, they need to have a strategy for analysis, such as the method identified by the acronym SOAPS. By discerning the Subject, Occasion, Audience, Purpose, and Speaker of written material students will read with a more analytical eye. 


· Subject is perhaps the easiest component to understand. The subject is the general idea, topic, and content of the text. Students are familiar with reading for the subject. 

· Occasion is a more difficult concept. 

· When looking for the time and place of text, students simply want to provide dates, but need to look further. 

· What is the spark that prompted the written document? 

· What is the context? (Contemporary social, political, economic events)
· Audience refers to those for whom the text was written. Many students have not learned to look beyond the subject to realize that the text was written for a particular person or group. 

· Purpose is the reason the text was written. This is an important concept for students to grasp, as the purpose changes depending on the other elements of SOAPS. For instance, when the audience changes, so does the purpose. 

· A simple example: a neighborhood newsletter announcing the date selected for the annual neighborhood garage sale has the neighborhood residents as its audience. The purpose is to encourage as many neighbors as possible to participate in the sale, whether selling or buying. 

· If that same notice is put in the local newspaper, the audience is greatly expanded, but the purpose is narrowed to solicit people to patronize the sale and buy merchandise.

· Speaker, in the case of a historical text, is usually the author. But in the case of A Letter From a Farmer in Pennsylvania, it’s important for students to understand the motivation behind John Dickinson’s text, as he was not a farmer but a wealthy member of the Pennsylvania legislature. Students need to recognize the speaker’s bias and point of view before they can fully understand what they read. A member of the Taliban who writes that American women are unusually emancipated has an entirely different slant than if the same observation were made by a well-traveled Englishman.

