
Transforming a Historical 
Document into an Educator’s 

Dream Document 



Teachers typically do not have the luxury of time to explore historical 
repositories in hopes of finding the diamond in the rough or the wow 
document that will help to convey an enduring theme.  They wish 
they did, but it is not always the case.

Historians know what documents are the diamond in the rough or 
the wow document.  They know the documents that will leave 
students’ jaws hanging open or ones that leave students giggling. 

When a historian can identify documents and provide the needed 
historical context for the document, teachers can craft these 
documents into learning experiences or supplement existing 
lessons.

Difficult Conversations Are Needed
Role of the 

teacher...

Role of the 

historian...

Roles meet in 

the middle...



Impact of historical 
context…

Teachers start to 
identify how a 
document might fit into 
a particular unit or 
instructional plan.

Historical Context: Just as important as 
the document

What is it…

Providing educators 
with the historical 
background 
surrounding the 
creation of the 
document.  

Why is this important…

This allows educators to 
understand the 
significance of the 
document and possibly 
the connection to a 
larger state or national 
issue.

Time savor...

The hard work is done 
for a teacher when the 
historical background 
of a document is 
provided. Lesson 
planning is the easy 
part:)



What might a document with 
historical context look like: 

1942 “sole-survivor policy,” later known as 
Directive 1315.15 Special Separation Policies 
for Survivorship.

Condolence letter written by President 
Abraham Lincoln, November 21, 1864 to 
Mrs. Lydia Bixby. The War Department had 
informed Lincoln that five of Bixby's sons 
had died in the Civil War, though only two 
had actually died in combat. But there’s an 
especial poignancy to the letter because 
Lincoln had, by this time, lost two sons of 
his own (Edward in 1850 and Willie in 
1862). Later 

Legislation…



Role of the historian...
Role of the historian...

One More Example
Historical background:

This photograph was taken by Matthew Brady, who 
became famous for his photographic record of the 
Civil War. In this photograph, General Ulysses S. 
Grant (seated third from the left) appears with his 
military secretary, General Ely Parker, a Tonawanda 
Seneca sachem (seated second from the right). 
Upon orders from Grant, Parker drew up the 
surrender papers that General Robert E. Lee 
signed at Appomattox.  Parker later became the 
first Native American to be appointed as United 
States Commissioner of Indian Affairs.

Interesting Note: A Tonawanda Seneca Sachem 
worked with Grant to draw up surrender papers. 
Parker finished law school, but because he was a 
Native American , he was not allowed to take the 
bar exam.

Your mind is 

reeling with 

writing 

prompts for 

a lesson….

You are a Seneca 

Indian,write a letter to 

Parker telling him your 

concerns…



Identifying the “WOW” 
Documents 

Find a document 
that connects local 

events with national 
events- Backyard 

History.

Find the document 
that has a surprise 

piece of information 
that might motivate 

students to keep 
exploring.

Find a document 
that teaches a 

historical theme or 
event.



A document that 

has a surprise 

piece of 

information that 

might motivate 

students to keep 

exploring.
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How many people died 

of sore throat? Why?

1860 Lansingburgh 

Death Census 

How many people died 

of consumption? 

What is it?

What was 
life like in 

1860?
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Find a 

document 

that teaches 

a historical 

theme or 

event.

What theme 
or topic 
would you 
teach using 
this 
document?



A document 

that connects 

local even
ts 

with national 

events.
.
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How many people 

died of sore throat? 

Why?

Vestal School cafeteria 

had to deal with food 

rations and shortages

How many people died 

of consumption? 

What is it?

What evidence of 
WWII rationing is 
evident in primary 
sources such as a 
cafeteria menu?

Courtesy Vestal Central School District

Due to the need 
for supplies 
overseas, during 
WWII rationing 
was necessary. 
This included 
gasoline, metals, 
rubber, and food 
items. 



Discuss with group 
the different types 
of documents you 
might consider 

“WOW” documents 
you have in your 

holdings! 

Time For 

Breakout 

Rooms Go 
Ahead 
Brag A 
Little



1.  Identify one document from your holdings that might be a “WOW” 
document.

2. Craft important  historical background information for the teacher, we will 
call it Historical Context
Remember this information :

Motivates teacher and student
Allows teacher to easily infuse doc into lesson
Provides connections to national issues

3.  Submit sample according to instructor’s instructions

Your Turn To Give It A Try…



Your Turn…. 
Go to breakout rooms and 
work with your group to …

Share Your 
Document

And 
Historical Context



Remember, the goal is to make 
incorporating documents: 

● Effortless, 
● Desired, 
● Applicable to content requirements. 

Putting it All Together…


