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The Value of Primary Sources 
by Helen Headrick 

Over the course of her award-winning educational career, Helen has been an elementary and 
middle school teacher of the gifted, Educational Outreach Coordinator for HEC Media, and 

Newspapers in Education Coordinator for the St. Louis Post-Dispatch.  She is currently 
Newspapers in Education Coordinator for the Missouri Press Association. 

 
Primary source or secondary source?  Do you know the difference?  If you’re a Social 
Studies/Humanities teacher, I’m sure you do.  History is my area of interest, both in teaching and 
life.  I taught in a gifted program, mainly using cross-curricular units, and regularly used primary 
source.  I have no idea if those two source types would be familiar to art or math teachers.  But 
primary and secondary source are of value to you in your teaching and to your students in their 
learning, no matter your subject area.  
 
Primary source provides direct or firsthand evidence about an event, object, person or work of art. 
Primary sources include historical and legal documents, eyewitness accounts, results of 
experiments, statistical data, pieces of creative writing, audio and video recordings, speeches, art 
objects and interviews.  Secondary sources describe, discuss, interpret, comment upon, analyze, 
evaluate, summarize and process primary sources.  Michelangelo’s diaries are primary source 
material.  A biography about Michelangelo would be secondary source. 
 
Educate.Today is your source for primary source videos.  Social Studies/Humanities teachers will 
find interviews and talks with Holocaust survivors, veterans from World War II to Iraq and 
Afghanistan, African Americans who lived through the Jim Crow era and so much more.  Art 
teachers have access to many one on one videos with artists.  They explain their methods, how 
they mix colors, how to compose a good photograph or how to successfully run a business around 
their art.  Engineers, mountain climbers, veterinarians, environmentalists, scientists, inventors and 
more speak about, and demonstrate aspects of, their jobs.  
 
One of my favorite primary source based units was about codes.  A visit to the International Spy 
Museum in Washington D.C., along with a purchase from the gift shop, gave me the ingredients 
for a unit that really engaged my students.  First, we studied how different types of codes were 
used through the centuries.  We made invisible ink with lemon water and revealed the messages 
with the heat of an iron.  But the tap code used by prisoners really fascinated my students because 
of its immediacy.  Prisoners could tap a message and get a quick response.  We viewed a video 
with former Vietnam Prisoners of War talking about how using the tap code allowed them to share 
plans, ask for help or just connect with another person.  Former Prisoner of War Vice Admiral 
James Stockdale wrote this in his 1985 memoir In Love and War, “Our tapping ceased to be just 
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an exchange of letters and words; it became conversation.  Elation, sadness, humor, sarcasm, 
excitement, depression — all came through.”   These primary source accounts spurred additional 
research and a greater depth of understanding.  Primary sources are powerful and using them can 
be transformative. 
 
History is made every day, by everyday people, as well as the newsmakers.  History is also not set 
in stone.  While it was being made, there were discussions, arguments and debates, which can last 
for decades.  How many reasons have you seen about the underlying causes of the Civil War?  
Using primary source materials allows students to become personally involved in events.  They 
can analytically study primary sources, ask and answer questions that arise during their study, 
make inferences and draw their own conclusions.  Our goal as teachers is to give students the 
resources to develop higher-order and critical thinking, as well as analytical skills.  Integrating 
primary source material into your lessons does that. 
 
Imagine having your students hear from people who lived through events they’re studying or who 
are doing the work.  Educate.Today has these interviews available with a few clicks.  Open your 
students’ worlds with these primary sources. 
 
Explore these sample Educate.Today resources listed below and then our entire website to find the 
primary source materials that best fit your classes. 
 
Visual Arts 188:  Exploring the World of Sound with Steph Zimmerman  
Literature 31:  Kwame Alexander: Keeping Poetry Cool  
Holocaust 22:  Ben Fainer on His Camp Experiences  
Civil Rights 3:  History in the First Person: Race and Civil Rights—Where is Jim Crow Now? 
Veterinary 3:  Preparing a Dog for Surgery  
Engineering 15:  Design Considerations  


