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Archives and Activism: Engaging  

Students With Primary Sources 

I’M EXCITED TO THINK 

OF THE POSSIBILITIES 

AND HOPE WE’LL SEE 

INCREASED USE OF 

PRIMARY RESOURCES 

IN THE CLASSROOM, 

THE LIBRARY, AND THE 

ARCHIVES. …

I
n March, I attended the Computers in 
Libraries conference, which is some-
thing I’ve been doing for 20 years. It’s al-

ways terrific, and this year, I was delighted 
to find two presentations related to using 
primary archival sources in the classroom. 
I couldn’t help but make the connection: 
The first outlined teaching a unit on civil 
rights-era activism using YouTube videos 
and speech transcripts, while the second 
highlighted the National Archives and Re-
cords Administration’s (NARA) rich trove 
of digitized primary sources and student 
learning activities to engage critical-think-
ing skills and an appreciation for history. 

Archives for Social Engagement 

The first presentation—“From Textbook 
to Activism: Engaging Students in Social Is-
sues They Care About”—was by head librar-
ian Janie Pickett and social studies teacher 
Anna Gray from Eureka High School in Eu-
reka, Mo. I asked them to summarize their 
talk here.

They said, “Reading about activists in 
the 1960s and ’70s can be dull. Monoto-
nous—a far cry from living those issues. 
We wanted to involve our 9th grade stu-
dents in active learning about historical 
activism. We asked the questions, ‘How do 
people get involved in social issues?’ and 
‘How can past experiences inform present 
action?’ We worked together to reframe a 
‘same-old’ unit on social movements in the 
20th century into a dynamic study of effec-

tive social activism. Our vision was to end 
the unit with students taking steps to be-
come effective activists themselves.”

Initially, they explained, the students 
learned to analyze social issues, then to iden-
tify the type of activism that proved effective 
for those issues. Next, they selected social 
situations that are important to them indi-
vidually, analyzed the changes they sought 
to effect, and determined an appropriate 
means of activism to affect that change—
with practical and often surprising results.

A preliminary unit in the textbook on the 
civil rights movement served as a bridge to 
the later unit on social movements in the 
20th century. Students learned the “how” of 
social activism through lectures, discussion, 
and examples of common activist strategies.

After that, they moved beyond the text-
book to examine the historical activism of 
the 1960s and 1970s: women’s rights; the 
Mexican-American, Asian-American, and 
American Indian movements; consumer and 
disabled Americans’ rights; the gay rights 
movement; and environmental issues. 

The learning process Gray designed fol-
lowed a pattern: gather information, analyze, 
and reflect. She conceived the unit on activ-
ism as involving the following three steps:

• Teacher modeling of the process using, 
for instance, the feminist movement. 
Gray would illustrate the learning from 
contextual information, analyze the 
patterns of activism and protest within 
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the movement, and reflect on what 
the activism did or did not achieve. 

• Students, in partners, replicating 
the steps of learning, analyzing, 
and reflecting. After the partnering 
exercise, the class worked as a whole 
to share their conclusions and to 
confirm the process for the next step.

• Students, individually or with 
others, investigating an issue of 
personal concern. They selected a 
type of activism that could bring 
about the desired change and 
began the actual communications 
with relevant school or community 
figures to begin that change.

For the project-specific information, 
Gray and Pickett sought authentic voic-
es, visual representations, and archival 
documents dating directly from the era 
and reporting on the issues. Primary 
source material took many forms and 
came from various sources. YouTube 
yielded excellent videos of pivotal mo-
ments and personalities connected to 
the movements. Government websites 
delivered original documents and legis-
lation. Television and radio archives oc-
casionally provided relevant, shareable 
information. And some unexpected web-
sites, located through Google searches, 
reported contemporaneously on the is-
sues and individuals. 

Pickett researched the source sets 
used by the class. She perused the course 
textbook to identify relevant search terms 
for each topic: prominent individuals 
within each movement, legislation re-
lated to the issues, synonyms, and other 
terms that might lead to primary sources. 

Once identified, the various links, im-
ages, and documents were compiled and 
collected in collaborative online spaces. 
The Rockwood School District is a GAFE 
(Google Apps for Education) district, and 
Google Drive and Google Classroom sup-
ported the collaborative work, allowing 
individual student access at school and 
from home.

As an example of one of the nine 
source sets compiled by Pickett, the 
LBGT+ rights movement offered rich re-
sources that the students would not have 

access to otherwise because of its more 
recent efforts not found in a textbook. In 
the online folder, students found primary 
source videos of the 1987 march on Wash-
ington for lesbian and gay rights and of 
Harvey Milk delivering a speech about 
hope. These videos helped the movement 
come to life for the students. In addition, 
Pickett included secondary sources, such 
as a summary of the Supreme Court’s 
findings in Obergefell v. Hodges (2015) so 
that students could understand more dif-
ficult concepts easily. Additional primary 
and secondary sources included success-
es and failures of the movement. This 
way, the students were presented with 
a more complete view of the struggles 
as well as the victories of activism. This 
allowed their analysis of methods of ac-
tivism to reach greater depths.

Gray and Pickett summed it up by 
saying, “This project’s design and imple-
mentation is straightforward and rep-
licable.” I think so too. This Computers 
in Libraries presentation provided con-
crete steps to follow, specific patterns for 
locating learning resources, and repro-
ducible forms that educators, librarians, 
and archivists could carry back to their 
own campuses. 

Getting Your Hands on History

The next day of the Computers in 
Libraries conference, I attended the 
complementary presentation, “Getting 
Your Hands on History: How Teachers 
& Students Are Unlocking Records of 
the National Archives,” by NARA ar-
chivists Meredith Doviak and Suzanne 
Isaacs. They demonstrated a variety of 
crowdsourcing projects 
that teachers and stu-
dents can get involved 
with, as well as citizen 
archivist scanning proj-
ects, Wikipedia projects, 
and more. Most exciting 
to me was the DocsTeach 
component, outlining the 
thousands of primary re-
sources that have been 
digitized and that are 
virtually tailor-made for 
teachers who are design-
ing classes like Gray and 
Pickett did.

Doviak and Isaacs wrote the following:

At the National Archives and 
Records Administration, we have 
no shortage of paper records to dig-
itize or transcribe. Due to the vast 
quantity and characteristics of our 
records, we are working to engage 
citizens with our catalog to help 
make the holdings of the National 
Archives more discoverable online. 

The National Archives Cata-
log <https://catalog.archives.gov> 
contains millions of digitized pages 
of records. Transcription is an im-
portant way for us to improve search 
results and increase accessibility to 
our historical records online. Since 
many of the documents at the Na-
tional Archives are handwritten re-
cords such as letters, memos, and 
reports, the individual words with-
in those documents are often not 
picked up by a search in our cata-
log. When volunteers transcribe (or 
type out) exactly what is found in 
the document, the content becomes 
more discoverable to everyone. 

DocsTeach is the online tool for 
teaching with documents from the 
National Archives, developed by our 
education staff and filled with ac-
tivities created by educators. With 
DocsTeach, you can locate thou-
sands of teachable primary sourc-
es that span the course of American 
history, find new and favorite les-
son plans, and create activities for 
students. These interactive lessons 
can be searched by Historical Era, 

The DocsTeach homepage
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Thinking Skill, Bloom’s Taxonomy 
and grade level. 

By registering and creating a free 
account on DocsTeach, you can cre-
ate your own fun and engaging on-
line activities. You can borrow from 
the ever-expanding collection of doc-
ument-based activities created by us 
at the National Archives—or from 
fellow teachers around the world. 
Any activity you find on Docs Teach 
can be copied and customized for 
your students.

Recently redesigned, DocsTeach 
is now available on mobile devic-
es, including tablets, in addition 
to your laptop or desktop comput-
er. You can organize and share fa-
vorite documents, view multimedia, 
access document transcriptions and 
citations, create activities with the 
Analyzing Documents tool, save and 
print primary sources, include pri-
mary sources from outside the Na-
tional Archives, and search activi-
ties by grade level. Learn more on 
the Education Updates blog: https://
education.blogs.archives.gov/.

The Citizen Archivist Dash-
board is our online portal that en-
courages the general public to access 
the records of the National Archives 
and make substantive contributions 
to them in our catalog. Volunteers, 
regardless of time zone or physical 
location, can help crowdsource meta-
data and information about our re-
cords through tagging, transcribing 

and adding comments in the Na-
tional Archives Catalog. Addition-
ally, engaging the public as citizen 
archivists can help us achieve impor-
tant public education goals. Through 
citizen archivist projects, we can in-
crease public knowledge of our work 
as well as inspire future generations 
of archivists.

We recognize that what re-
searchers learn from our records 
is valuable, and we strive to create 
ways to capture and harness their 
knowledge and information, add-
ing value to our work while mak-
ing it easy, intriguing and fun for 
contributors. One way to do that is 
by visiting History Hub <https://

historyhub.history.gov/>, which is 
our online support community and 
crowdsourcing platform for Ameri-
can History. Users can share infor-
mation, ask and discuss research 
questions, and find people based 
on experience and interest. Citi-
zen Archivists can use the “Tran-
scribers” group to meet other tran-
scribers virtually, share tips and 
strategies, find new transcription 
challenges and get support for their 
work. Subject matter experts from 
the National Archives as well as 
other experts, history enthusiasts, 
and citizen archivists are available 
to help and discuss research. 

We often say that the use of pri-
mary sources in the classroom brings 
history to life for students. Primary 
sources such as letters, photographs, 
posters, and speeches can provide a 
direct connection to historical events 
and an unfiltered view of the way 
people interacted with each other 
and responded to issues during a 
particular time period.

The Citizen Archivist program 
provides a unique opportunity for 
educators to use the National Ar-
chives Catalog and the Citizen 
Archivist program in the class-
room. We recently worked closely 
with teachers from Fairfax County 
Public Schools, who wanted to in-
troduce their students to primary The Citizen Archivist Dashboard facilitates citizen archivists.

This image shows the unique tag added to an item in the National Archives’ catalog to help educators identify 
records to use in their classrooms.
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sources and use them as a way to 
help students develop historical and 
critical thinking skills. They were 
specifically interested in immigra-
tion records and photographs from 
the New Deal era and the Civilian 
Conservation Corps. 

While we encourage students 
and teachers to explore archival 
collections in order to dive deeper 
into historical events, we are also 
mindful to identify ways history in-
spired various aspects of American 

culture, including literature, art, 
music, and film.

After learning about the Citizen 
Archivist Program through a Na-
tional Endowment for the Humani-
ties fellowship, Dr. Jaime Cantrell 
at The University of Mississippi 
introduced her Early American 
Literature students to archival 
research by encouraging them to 
become citizen transcribers for the 
National Archives as part of their 
coursework.

Students were required to select 
and transcribe documents from the 
National Archives Catalog related 
to their Early American Literature 
studies. Dr. Cantrell’s goal was to in-
troduce students to primary sources 
and transcription by examining the 
connections between early American 
writers and their engagement with 
national issues of the time.

This innovative introduction 
to archival material not only con-
veys the importance of archival re-

Teaching Activism in the Classroom

I was intrigued with the concept of using archives to teach 
activism in this era of civic engagement. So I followed 

up with Anna Gray for more details on the outcomes of 
the class that she taught and inquired about her and 
Janie Pickett’s observations and recommendations for 
others who may want to try this in their own settings.

JZ: What specific forms of activism did you teach? 

AG: Since this is a history class, I focus on what our 
historical activist movements used. Primarily we focused 
on lobbying; protest (and we go more in-depth with 
nonviolent protests such as boycotts, sit-ins and marches); 
litigation; and grassroots efforts, which can overlap 
with the others but is important to define on its own in a 
classroom setting. In teaching the methods, we focus on 
the effectiveness of each, and the appropriate situations 
for using each one individually or through combining 
multiple methods. We also discuss the possibility that 
there are other activists working against your goal and that 
looking at their methodology could be important as well.

JZ: How did the students feel about the class?

AG: Our students commented many times throughout  
and after the project that they didn’t know their ideas 
would be taken seriously. They were surprised that they 
could talk to administrators and be valued for their 
proposals. At the beginning of the project they started 
with the defeatist attitude that no one would listen to 
them because they were only teenagers, but by the end, 
felt that they had a real voice in their school and in their 
community. They also increased their awareness of  
social issues and developed more empathy for those 
around them and around the world.

JZ: What were some examples of the projects students 

chose for their personal activism assignments?

AG: Students attempted to change policy at the building, 
district, state and federal levels. They contacted 

administrators, state representatives and federal 
representatives in efforts to make these changes, which 
ranged from changing school nutrition policy to adding 
additional course options to our curriculum to attempting 
to bring an international program for students with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities to our school.

JZ: What were some of your observations after the class?

AG: We were very encouraged by the change we saw in 
our students and their determination to make a change in 
their world. We were excited to see students take learning 
into their own hands and deciding for themselves what 
was most important and worth pursuing. We also found 
that the teaching came from every adult involved, and 
that students thrived when the adults were respectful and 
encouraging in their responses to the students’ activism.

JZ: What might you do differently for next time?

AG: I am considering trying to have the class choose a 
cause together in order to have greater impact and more 
support among the students.

JZ: Any recommendations for others who might want to 

try this too?

AG: Give yourself lots of time! This is an experience well 
worth the time it takes to prepare, but also, students need 
lots of time to work. Activism doesn’t happen quickly, 
and often not on arbitrary deadlines. Encourage students 
and let them know that you need to see progress of their 
action but give them plenty of time to complete it. Our 
students had four weeks as a soft deadline with some 
working until about the six-week mark. (Of course, their 
activism was going on at the same time as additional 
content was being taught).

During this time period, I often called my classroom a 
“workshop for activism.” They were engaged the whole 
time. Everyone was doing something different and it 
seemed a little chaotic, but I never had a bored student! 
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search, but emphasizes the role of 
transcription in elevating under-
standing and increasing accessibil-
ity to historical records. Read more 
about Dr. Cantrell’s classroom ex-
perience with the Citizen Archivist 
program on the NARAtions blog 
at https://narations.blogs.archives 
.gov/2017/02/09/teaching-from-the-
archives/. And for more information 
about the Citizen Archivist program 
at the National Archives, please 
contact citizenarchivist@nara.gov.

Thanks to the presenters for sharing 
their projects, resources, and lessons 
learned here. See their Computers in 
Libraries PowerPoint slides and work-
sheets at computersinlibraries.infotoday 
.com/2017/Presentations.aspx.

Food for Thought

Harkening back to the thought of 
using literature, art, music, and film 
from the past, why not design a class on 
World War I history as depicted by art-
ists commissioned by the U.S. Army to 
document the experience of troops serv-
ing in Europe during the war? Or teach 

about executive power through analyz-
ing a photograph from the Reagan pres-
idency? Or about the birth of the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency (EPA) by 
evaluating photographs taken as part 
of its Documerica project? I’m excited to 
think of the possibilities and hope we’ll 
see increased use of primary resources 
in the classroom, the library, and the 
archives—not only to create citizen ar-
chivists who have a deeper understand-
ing of the past, but also to engender a 
love of history in the next generation, 
our future leaders.  

Jan Zastrow is a certified 
archivist, librarian, and information 

professional based in Washington, D.C. 
Contact her at zastrow@hawaii.edu.

‘THROUGH CITIZEN  

ARCHIVIST PROJECTS,  

WE CAN INCREASE PUBLIC 

KNOWLEDGE OF OUR WORK 

AS WELL AS INSPIRE FUTURE 

GENERATIONS OF ARCHIVISTS.’

Send us your case studies, best practices, and research results  

for publication in an upcoming issue.

To see the complete lineup of topics, consult the website and submit your query online.

infotoday.com/cilmag

DECEMBER 2017 JAN/FEB 2018 MARCH 2018

Libtech 2020 Emerging Tech Library Systems

Share the highlights of your library’s 
strategic plan; look back with 20/20 
hindsight on the progress you have 
made in implementing a long-term 
IT-based strategy; review and 
recommend technologies libraries  
for users in the future

Evaluating options for using artificial intelligence 
(AI), virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR),  
or machine-assisted learning to enhance  
library services; reviews of other cutting-edge 
technologies; case studies on digital strategies 
that worked to engage with, and bring strategic 
value to, the library’s user community

Case studies on evaluating current OPAC,  
ILS, and library platforms; exploring open 
source library systems; migrating to a new 
platform; sharing a platform with your fellow 
consortium members; using a vendor’s APIs  
to augment or extend an existing library 
system; and ILS performance reviews



Copyright of Computers in Libraries is the property of Information Today Inc. and its content
may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright
holder's express written permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for
individual use.


