Historical Learning Activity: Primary Source
Evidence Labs

This is a comprehensive, classroom-ready Historical Learning Activity for Primary Source
Evidence Labs, designed for full group engagement, station rotations, document analysis,
and multi-perspective historical thinking. It works for ANY event with available sources and
fits seamlessly into experiential, inquiry-based humanities curriculum.

Students Analyze:
o Letters
e Diaries
o Maps

o Laws & legal documents

e Newspaper articles

e Artifacts

o Photographs

e Speeches, posters, pamphlets (optional)

Works For:

Revolutions ¢ Cultural changes ¢ Turning points « Wars ¢ Migration ¢ Indigenous histories * Civil
rights movements * Political transformations ¢ Scientific or technological innovations * ANY
topic with primary sources

I. Purpose of the Evidence Lab

This Historical Learning Activity immerses students in the role of historians, rotating through a
series of primary source stations to:

o Investigate evidence firsthand

o Interpret perspective, purpose, and bias

o Compare and corroborate across different types of sources

e Practice sourcing, contextualization, and close reading

o Build group theories about causes, consequences, and key historical questions
e Create a final “claim supported by evidence” based on all stations

II. Group Structure



Students work in groups of 4—6. Each group rotates through stations together.

Group Roles (rotate at each station)
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Lead Reader — Reads the source aloud or summarizes

Context Clue Finder — Identifies author, date, place, and context
Evidence Puller — Extracts quotes or details

Perspective Analyst — Highlights bias and point of view
Cause/Consequence Mapper — Connects source to major historical themes
Recorder / Chart Manager — Completes lab sheets

Roles switch every station to ensure all students practice all skills.

II1. Activity Overview

Students rotate through 6—8 primary source stations, each featuring a different type of evidence
related to a single event, movement, or question.

Examples:

American Revolution: Committees of Correspondence letters, Loyalist pamphlets,
colonial maps, British Parliamentary laws

Industrial Revolution: Factory rules, worker diaries, early photos, machine patents
Civil Rights Movement: SNCC flyers, Freedom Summer letters, police reports,
newspaper editorials

Ancient Rome: Legal codes, coins, architectural diagrams, battlefield maps

World War II: Propaganda posters, battlefield dispatches, diaries, treaty documents

IV. Station Setup

Each station includes:

1-3 primary sources (copies or prints)

Station Card with background context

Evidence Questions specific to that source type
Optional artifact/prop if available

QR Code linking to a digital supplement (optional)



V. Student Evidence Lab Packet

Each group completes the same packet at every station, with sections for:
1. Sourcing

e Who created the source?

e When and where was it created?

o What type of source is it?

2. Contextualization

e What was happening historically in this moment?
e How might that shape the source?

3. Close Reading
e What keywords, images, or details stand out?
e What claims are being made?
e What emotions or tone does the source convey?

4. Perspective & Bias

e Who benefits from this viewpoint?
o What perspective is missing or silenced?

5. Corroboration
After multiple stations:

e Where do sources agree?
e Where do they contradict each other?

6. Historical Significance

o What does this source reveal about the event’s causes, consequences, perspectives, and
ethical dilemmas?

V1. Source-Type—Specific Questions

At each station, add targeted prompts:



Letters & Diaries

o What emotions or concerns appear?
e How does the personal voice help us understand lived experience?

Maps

e What choices did the mapmaker make?
o How does geography shape the event or conflict?

Laws & Policy Documents

e Who is this law meant to control or protect?
e What problem was the government trying to address?

Newspaper Articles

e What angle or slant is evident?
e Who is the intended audience?

Artifacts

o What materials were used?
e What does this object reveal about daily life or cultural values?

Photographs

e What is included vs. excluded from the frame?
o How might this image have been staged or influenced?

VI1I. Rotation Structure

Time Block Example (50-minute class):

¢ 5 min — Introduction & roles
e 7 min — Station 1

e 7 min — Station 2

e 7 min — Station 3

e 7 min — Station 4

e 7 min — Station 5

¢ 10 min — Whole-class debrief



Double-block classes can include 8 or more stations.

VIII. Whole-Class Evidence Synthesis

After the rotations, groups regroup to:
A. Build a Central Historical Claim
Using evidence from ALL stations:

e What is the most convincing explanation of this event’s cause?
e What were the most significant consequences?

e Which perspectives dominated, and which were marginalized?
e What ethical dilemmas emerge from these sources?

B. Create a Visual or Verbal Product
Choose one group output:

Evidence Wall / Claim Chart

Mini-Debate: Which source is most reliable?

Gallery Walk Poster: Station-to-station findings

Cause & Consequence Map

Perspective Spectrum: Rank voices from most to least powerful
Five-Source “Story”: Reconstruct the event chronologically
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IX. Assessment Options

Analytic Rubric
1. Use of evidence & analysis (30%)
2. Sourcing & contextualization accuracy (25%)
3. Understanding of perspectives & bias (20%)
4. Corroboration & synthesis (15%)
5. Group collaboration (10%)

Exit Ticket Options

e “Which source challenged your assumptions the most?”
e “Which source type was easiest/hardest to interpret?”



e “Which source was most significant—and why?”

X. Optional Extensions

A. Mock Archive Reconstruction

Students create their own station based on a theme, becoming archivists.

B. Mini-Documentary from the Sources

Groups edit the evidence into a narrative (pairs with your documentary activity).
C. Socratic Seminar Follow-Up

Use the evidence for a discussion on causes, perspectives, or ethical dilemmas.
D. Simulation: Historians' Roundtable

Roles: archaeologist, sociologist, geographer, political scientist, economist, anthropologist.

XI. Ready-to-Use Launch Prompt

“Working in groups, you will rotate through a series of Primary Source Evidence Labs
featuring letters, diaries, maps, laws, newspaper articles, artifacts, and photographs. At
each station, analyze the source using historian skills—sourcing, context, perspective, and
corroboration. At the end, your group will synthesize all evidence to explain the event’s
causes, consequences, perspectives, and ethical dilemmas.”



