Artifact Analysis Guidelines

Inquiry with Historical Source Material
Developing a savvy approach to the consumption of information is one of the chief goals of this class. We’ll be using a lot of documents this term, most of them produced in the time period that we’re studying. We refer to that sort of information as primary sources. We’ll also being using textbooks and other secondary sources to provide context.
There are four parts to the inquiry process we’ll be using in class. If you go on to study in an International Baccalaureate (IB) program in high school, you’ll likely use a scheme referred to as the OPVL. That stands for Origin-Purpose-Value-Limitation, and you can see below where these two methods overlap. The Stanford History Education Group (SHEG) uses the terms Sourcing, Contextualization, Corroboration, and Close Reading.
Identify—Describe—Interpret—Research
1.  Identify the source.  (IB – Origin, SHEG – Sourcing + Contextualization) 
What type of artifact is it? Text, painting, audio recording, or web site?
Who created it (name of person or organization)?

Is there anything we need to know about the author that is pertinent to our evaluation?

When was it published/created?

By whom was it published?
Where was it published?

Who was/is the original audience?
2.  Describe the source. (SHEG – Close Reading)
Write down the features of the artifact—a short summary of the content.

3.  Interpret the source.  (IB – Purpose)
Why did the author create the artifact?

Why did the author use this particular format?

What is your personal reaction to the artifact?

Does the author represent a particular group’s point of view?

Does this source raise any questions for you? If so, what are they?
4.  Research  (IB – Value and Limitations, SHEG --Corroboration) 
Things to consider after reading other sources…
How accurate is the account?
What was the audience’s reaction to the artifact?

What can we learn about the author or time period from this piece?

What is left out of the account? Why did the author leave it out (if you can tell)? Does the author represent a particular side of a controversy or event?

How would the message be different if the story were told by someone representing the opposite point of view?
A note about electronic resources, which is where you’ll be finding most of your information, I imagine, even if they weren’t originally published that way. When you are considering the publisher of the web site, keep these things in mind.
What is the name of the site?

Who is the sponsor of the site?

Who is the author(s) of the information on the site?

When was the site last updated?

If the information was reprinted on the web site, do they have authorization to do so?

It will not be possible to always find the answers to these questions. That should tell you something about the trustworthiness of the information.

Of course, for any of your interpretations to hold water, you must provide examples from the artifact to support your points. Using both secondary and primary sources to learn more about the artifact in questions is a good idea, as is taking time to write down where and when you got that information.
When writing artifact analysis papers, please make sure to organize your work into four paragraphs. Of course, all processes—identification, description, interpretation, and research—will happen simultaneously, but use separate paragraphs to ensure that you tackle all four aspects of the process in your writing.

Citation format for web sites
Last name, First name. “Article title.” Date of posting or revision. Web site name. Web site’s sponsoring agency. Date you accessed the site. http://www.url.whatever
