
Information Literacy and Historical Primary Sources
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Overview
Together we will:

• Reflect on own frameworks.

• Evaluate where information is coming from.

• Identify arguments, claims, and evidence.

• Reflect on applications to participants’ teaching
settings.
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Emigrants [i.e. immigrants] landing at Ellis Island

https://www.loc.gov/item/00694367/
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Pause for Individual Reflection

What are your thoughts on the
topic of immigration?

• What do I believe or know about this topic?
• How have I been personally affected by it?
• Where do my ideas come from? 
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Think About Your Students 

• Why is it important to help students
identify their thoughts on a topic?

• And where their ideas come from?
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Immigration Figures for 1903

https://www.loc.gov/item/rbpe.07902500/
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What do you know about the early 20th

century?



Where can you learn more about the early 
20th century?

https://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/riseind/


Where can you learn more about the early 
20th century?

“Industrial growth transformed American 
society…The labor force that made industrialization 
possible was made up of millions of newly arrived 
immigrants and even larger numbers of migrants 
from rural areas…Not everyone shared in the 
economic prosperity of this period. Many workers 
were typically unemployed at least part of the year, 
and their wages were relatively low when they did 
work.” 

Rise of Industrial America: 1876-1900



Testing



Testing
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Testing

[T]he great proportion of immigration has come as usual 
from the less desirable races of Southern and Eastern 
Europe, and there has been a considerable influx of 
illiterate Japanese. 
Williams, Commissioner at New York, says in his report: 
“[Current measures] do not reach a large body of 
immigrants who…are yet generally undesirable, because 
unintelligent, of low vitality, of poor physique, able to 
perform only the cheapest kind of manual labor…
“by their competition tending to reduce the standard of 
living of the American wageworker, and unfitted mentally 
or morally for good citizenship.” (p. 2)
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Testing

What claims are being made?
[T]he great proportion of immigration has come as usual 
from the less desirable races of Southern and Eastern 
Europe, and there has been a considerable influx of illiterate 
Japanese. 
Williams, Commissioner at New York, says in his report: 
“[Current measures] do not reach a large body of immigrants 
who…are yet generally undesirable, because unintelligent, 
of low vitality, of poor physique, able to perform only the 
cheapest kind of manual labor…
by their competition tending to reduce the standard of living 
of the American wageworker, and unfitted mentally or 
morally for good citizenship.” (p. 2)
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Testing
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Why might the authors include these 
statistics?
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How does learning about the source affect 
your reading of the document?
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Focus Questions for Evaluating Information

• Who is behind the information?  (source)
• What was happening at the time? 

(contextualization)
• What claims are being made?  What evidence 

and arguments are made to support those 
claims? (close reading)

• What do other sources say? (corroborate)
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Read and evaluate

Who is behind the 
information?  (source)
What was happening at 
the time? 
(contextualization)
What claims are being 
made? What evidence 
and arguments are made 
to support those claims? 

Lewiston evening teller. [Idaho], Dec. 31, 1903

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86091109/1903-12-31/ed-1/seq-4/


https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86091109/1903-12-31/ed-1/seq-4/


https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86091109/1903-12-31/ed-1/seq-4/
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Pause to think

Revisit your earlier reflection.

How might your previously stated 
views on immigration have affected 
your reading of these documents? 
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Searching for additional information from the 
Library’s collections might:

• Corroborate facts
• Present different perspectives
• Identify larger contexts or related issues
• What more?

Next steps in gathering information?



How can I learn more?

https://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/primarysourcesets/immigration/
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How can I learn more?

https://loc.gov/search/?q=Immigration&st=galleryhttps://loc.gov/search/?q=Immigration&st=gallery
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Reflection
How are each of the skills we practiced important for 
achieving information literacy?

• Reflecting on own frameworks.  

• Evaluating information sources. 

• Identify arguments, claims, and evidence.

• Researching additional information.

How might you help your students develop 
information literacy skills?
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