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Primary Secondary Source Sort 

Goal        Participants will be able to justify their conclusions about whether a source is primary or 
secondary depending upon the time or topic under study. 
 

Objectives Participants will: 

 Identify factors that determine whether a source is primary or secondary 

 Apply a definition of a primary source to a selection of sources 
 

Time  45 minutes  
 

Materials 
 

 Subject File: United States--War Department--Army Signal Corps--Correspondence, 1908 
(purchase order; 1908) 

 Drafts of Langston Hughes's poem "Ballad of Booker T.," 30 May-1 June 1941. 
(Hughes’s first draft; May 13, 1941) 

 Remember Brownsville. 
(cartoon; 1906) 

 Georgia Caine and Anshutz sisters going to baseball game 
(photograph; July 14 1909) 

 Carte figurative et approximative représentant pour l'année 1858 les émigrants du globe, les 
pays dóu ils partent et ceux oú ils arrivent 
(map; 1862) 

 Scott Joplin, 1868-1917 [biography] 
(Web page; 2015) 

 Dewey in the Civil War 
(page from textbook;  between 1910 and 1920) 

 The wedding of Pocahontas with John Rolfe / Geo Spohni. 
(lithograph; c1867) 

 Columbus taking possession of the new country  
(chromolithograph; 1893) 

 The Washington Times. (Washington [D.C.]) 1902-1939, April 18, 1906, Last Edition, Image 1 
(newspaper; April 18, 1906) 

 

Preparation Print and compile one set of the above items for each group of three to five participants. 
 

Procedure 1. Explain to participants that they will be examining printed versions of digitized items 
from the Library of Congress Web site.  Explain that for the purpose of this activity, it 
is appropriate to use digitized items as primary sources. 
 

2. Distribute a set of the 10 items to each group.  Ask participants to sort the materials 
into two piles - primary sources and secondary sources.  They should be able to  
justify to each other why an item should be in one pile or another.  Give groups five 
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minutes to work without further instruction.   [Note: If questions arise, have participants jot 
them down to discuss later.] 
 

3. Ask participants if there are items about which they are uncertain.  Suggest they 
create a third pile for the uncertain items.  Point out the creation date in the footer 
of each item.  Give participants another five minutes to continue sorting and  
discussing. 
 

4. When all groups have finished, ask each group to select one item from the 
“uncertain” pile and choose a spokesperson to explain why the item was difficult to  
classify. Discuss. 
 

5. Ask participants if it would be helpful to have a definition for “primary source.”  
Display or read the following definition of a primary source: 
 
Primary sources are the raw materials of history — original documents and objects  
which were created at the time under study.  They are different from secondary  
sources, accounts or interpretations of events created by someone without firsthand 
experience.  
 
Discuss.  Emphasize to participants that a source might be primary or secondary,  
depending upon the time or topic under study. 
 

6. Have groups examine their piles again with the Library’s definition in mind, and  
decide whether and how their thinking about primary and secondary sources has  
changed.  Discuss.  
 

7. Have groups find The wedding of Pocahontas with John Rolfe.  Ask them to imagine  
their students are studying colonial history around the time of Jamestown. Ask them  
to discuss in their groups whether they would classify this item as primary or  
secondary.  Have each group report its decision.   
 
Note: in this situation, the item is considered a secondary source because it was  
created long after the time under study. 
 

8. Tell participants to imagine their students are studying 19th century attitudes about  
the relationships between early colonists and Native Americans, and discuss whether  
they would classify The wedding of Pocahontas with John Rolfe as a primary source  
or a secondary source.  Have each group report its findings. 
 
Note:  in this situation, the item is considered a primary source because it was  
created at the time under study. 
 

9. Have groups find Dewey in the Civil War.  Ask, “In what situation would this be  
considered a primary source?”  [e.g., primary if studying textbooks of the early  
1900s]  Ask, “In what situation would this be considered a secondary source?”  [e.g., 
secondary if studying Admiral Dewey] 
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10. Repeat step 9 with Columbus taking possession [e.g., primary if studying 18th  
century painting or 18th century views about Columbus; secondary if studying  
Columbus] 
 

11. Ask participants in small groups to list factors that determine if a source is primary or 
secondary. 
 

12. Discuss the following:  Why is it important for you as the teacher to know whether a 
particular source is primary or secondary?  Why is it important for students to know? 

 
Participant 
Discussion 

Prompt participants to discuss in small or large groups:   When and why would you use primary 

sources with your students? When and why would you use secondary sources with them? 
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[Portrait of Scott Joplin], taken from
American Musician (June 17, 1907).

Performing Arts Reading Room, Library of
Congress.
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Biography

Scott Joplin, 18681917
Scott Joplin's is the name perhaps most associated with
ragtime. Born sometime between the summer of 1867
and midJanuary 1868, Joplin's career took him from a
modest homestead on the TexasArkansas border to
New York's Tin Pan Alley New York City, where he would
eventually try his luck with composers like a young Irving
Berlin. Although he continued composing until just before his death in April 1917, Joplin's greatest fame came from his
years in the Midwest where he was acknowledged as the "King of Ragtime."

Joplin enjoyed his greatest success in Sedalia, Missouri, where he studied music at George R. Smith College and played
with several ensembles, among them the Queen City Cornet Band. He opened his own piano studio and taught and
encouraged other composers whose names eventually joined his in ragtime history. These young talents included Arthur
Marshall and Scott Hayden; Joplin collaborated with the former on the cakewalk "Swipesy" (1900) and the latter on the
twostep "Sunflower Slow Drag" (1901). (Years later in New York, Joplin met and mentored another future ragtime great,
Joseph Lamb.) Joplin's musical activities in Sedalia brought him in contact with the source of ragtimepiano playing in
AfricanAmerican social establishments. In fact, Joplin's engagements at the popular Maple Leaf Club inspired his most
famous tune, "The Maple Leaf Rag" (1899).

Joplin's life spanned the unsettled postCivil War years through much of World War I. His music embraced aspects of
AfricanAmerican popular heritage that thrived during that critical period; however, it also embraces elements from his
formal musical training. For example, he found it perfectly reasonable to combine the syncopated rhythms of ragtime with

the larger structures and forms of art music genres such as ballet and opera. For example, the form of the rag in Joplin's compositions was strict enough to be dubbed
"classic," an epithet that both he and John Stark, his major publisher, employed to market their sheet music. Not only did the term imply an accepted structure (see the essay
on "The Classic Rag"), but it also helped ragtime to migrate from its earthy origins to the parlors of the respectable middle class.

Joplin's theories about ragtime are stated eloquently in his selfpublished School of Ragtime (1908). Written in the style of an art music treatise, School demonstrates how
serious Joplin was about ragtimea type of music that many in contemporary America condemned as frivolous. He warned that not all syncopated music "that masqueraded
under the name of ragtime" was genuine. Only by giving each note its proper value and by "scrupulously observing" the music's markings could a pianist achieve the correct
effect. Above all, he cautioned, "never play ragtime fast at any time." "Joplin ragtime," as he termed his style, would be destroyed by careless interpretation.

Although he and his music were largely forgotten after his death, the ragtime revival of the 1970s brought Joplin renewed attention. In January 1972, his opera Treemonisha
(1910), which he had been unable to stage during his lifetime, premiered in Atlanta. When his 1902 rag The Entertainer became the cornerstone for the soundtrack of the
1973 film The Sting, the popularity of ragtime soared.

Sedalia continues to celebrate its unique ragtime heritage with the annual Scott Joplin Ragtime Festival held under the auspices of the Scott Joplin International Ragtime
Foundation (http://www.scottjoplin.org).
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