Tracking Down the Real Billy the Kid:

Analyzing Primary Documents
Name _____________________________________ Date _______________________
“American Life Histories: Manuscripts from the Federal Writers' Project, 1936-1940” contains a wide variety of narratives from the personal perspective of people who lived during the historical time period being studied. 
Using the interviews (documents) compiled by the writers through the WPA program, researchers can compare/contrast accounts of similar issues or events. They will develop an understanding of the interpretive aspects of historical research and experience the historian's dilemma of assessing the credibility of a primary source. 
Researchers also will come to the realization that the frame of reference for both the person doing the interview, as well as the person being interviewed, can influence the researcher's attempt to gain a true perspective of historical events and/or personalities.
Primary sources can provide valuable information about historical figures and events, but it is important for researchers to develop a series of questions that will be useful in assessing the validity of the documents. Consideration of the following questions when analyzing documents can result in a more effective use of primary documents.
Identify: 

1. What type of document is it: letter, court record, diary, newspaper, broadside, government record, interview, etc.? 

2. What was the origin of the document? 

3. Can the author be identified? 

4. When was the document created? 

5. For what audience was the document created? 

6. Why was the document created? 

Examine: 

1. Read through the document once to get a general idea of the content. (The Oxford English Dictionary is the best dictionary for the history of words.) 

2. Next, read the document more slowly. Divide it into smaller segments. What information does the document contain with reference to lifestyle, governmental affairs, historical events, economics, laws, beliefs, etc.? 

3. If the document is not dated, can you determine an approximate date from the information contained within the document? 

Evaluate: 

1. Is the information given in the document reliable? How do you know? What other sources can you use to verify the document's accuracy? 

2. Did the author take part in the event or was he/she reporting what others had said? 

3. Did the author have a positive or negative interest in the events? How can you tell? 

Determine Its Usefulness: 

1. What information from this document is useful for the development of your topic? 

2. What does this information add to the development or analysis of your topic? How can incorrect information or a biased viewpoint be used in your analysis of your topic? 

3. What other questions or lines of inquiry does this document suggest? 

4. Is the document a good visual for a project or media presentation? 

Specific Questions to Consider When Analyzing an Interview: 

1. Who produced the interview? 

2. Why was the interview produced? 

3. When was the interview produced? 

4. What time periods does the interview cover? 

5. Do you think that the interview subject's story is believable? Why or why not? 

6. Do you think that the interviewer influenced the subject? Why or why not? 
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