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third grade students
in a Spring-Ford, Pa., elementary
school study local history, they will
engage with digital photos of
swords, breeches, surveyors’ tools,
and other Revolutionary War arti-
facts found at nearby Valley Forge.
They will access the photos on a
Google site developed for the pro-
ject, use a graphic organizer to or-
ganize their observations and
“thinking questions,” and collabo-
ratively share what they learned
from the artifacts using Edmodo, a
Web 2.0 discussion tool designed
for education.

EDMODO
The students will learn even

more about their history-rich area
while participating in a Summer in
the City project. Denise Emel, the
school’s media specialist, created a
Google map of area historical sites
that students and their families
can visit to learn more about pri-
mary sources close to home. Addi-
tional information about local his-
tory sites is posted on Edmodo,
along with a customized Google
map so students and their parents
can learn and share ideas with one
another over the summer. In the
fall, students will create scrap-
books to document their experi-
ences. (See Figure 1.)

When the “Young Historians” at
history teacher Steve Strieker’s
high school in Janesville, Wis.,
study the Great Depression, they
reflect on a current situation im-
pacting many of them. Using Ed-
modo, students anonymously share

how the recent closing of the local
General Motors (GM) plant is af-
fecting their families. The plant
closing has provided a connection
to another avenue for accessing
primary sources. Strieker ex-
plained: “The recent closing of the
GM plant in 2008 sent the local
newspaper into a reflection mode
and resulted in some terrific inter-
views with longtime autoworkers’
remembrances of Janesville’s GM
history. These are saved, of course,
digitally in the local paper’s news-
paper archives. I have been in-
volved informally in my classes
documenting this history. I have
students record their experiences
as this transition to life after GM
is underway. They are powerful
primary sources that I have digi-
tally saved for my future students
to look back on for rich Janesville
history.” Strieker’s project provides
a powerful way to show students
that primary sources aren’t just a
thing of the past, as young histori-
ans are also creating them even
now. (See Figure 2.)

VOICETHREAD
VoiceThread, another popular

Web 2.0 tool, has powerful potential
to foster engaged discussion about
a primary source photo, map,
broadside, document, movie, or au-
dio file. Any digital primary source
that can be uploaded or hyper-
linked can be a discussion center-
piece. Adult learners or K–12 stu-
dents can contribute to an ongoing
discussion by adding comments us-
ing their voice, keyboard, webcam,
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or even a telephone. Discussion possibilities sur-
rounding connections between works of literature and
selected primary sources are limitless. 

For example, using primary source photos from Ansel
Adams’s Photographs of Japanese-American Intern-
ment at Manzanar (http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/col
lections/anseladams/index.html), secondary students
can participate in a situational/normal photo analysis
of a selected photo that depicts a similar situation at
the Minidoka Internment Camp depicted in Jamie
Ford’s novel Hotel at the Corner of Bitter and Sweet
(Ballantine Books, 2009). Younger students could view
and discuss selected photos of children at Manzanar
playing baseball to further understand Ken Mochizuki
and Dom Lee’s Baseball Saved Us (Lee & Low Books,
1995). (See Figure 3.)

Iowa media specialist Stephanie Stocks was excited
to discover the Iowa Civilian Conservation Corps Mu-
seum in a nearby state park. Budget cuts will limit
possible field trips to the park, but Stocks suggested
creating a virtual field trip by going to the park and
museum to photograph or videotape evidence of Civil-
ian Conservation Corps (CCC) work that still exists
in the park. The digital files can be uploaded to
VoiceThread to facilitate student viewing and discus-
sion. Students could also discuss interviews with CCC
members accessible at the Iowa Department of Nat-
ural Resources website (www.iowadnr.gov/parks/ccc
/index.html).

VoiceThread can also be used to share and discuss
personal photos or digitized personal primary source
artifacts or photos of family artifacts. Young and old
users alike are eager and proud to share their own col-
lections of primary sources, whether they be tickets to
a musical or sporting event, a “what I did over the sum-
mer” photo, or a document representing their heritage.
Primary sources coupled with VoiceThread empower
students to make personal connections to their own pri-

mary sources and help them recognize that primary
sources are all around them. 

VoiceThread presents opportunities as a profes-
sional development tool and venue for discussing cur-
ricular issues surrounding the use of primary sources.
As an example, Figure 4 depicts a sample discussion
surrounding the implementation issues regarding a
digital image of a slave auction flyer found in the 

WEB 2.0 TOOLS 
TO USE WITH PRIMARY

SOURCES

■ Edmodo is a free, safe, secure social networking tool for
education.Teachers can create group discussions to host
student discussions. Edmodo is more than a blogging tool.
Educators can post messages, assignments, and links; upload
files; create tags and polls; set up alerts; maintain grades; and
archive discussions.You can keep up via text message or
even Twitter. (www.edmodo.com)

■ Glogster EDU allows a teacher to register and create up
to 200 student accounts. Beginning with a generic
background, users select from options to creatively present
their materials.Videos, audio, and images can be uploaded;
hyperlinks can be included. (www.glogster.com/edu)

■ Google Maps provides users with a place to post
geographic place markers, text, and images. Like other
Google tools, it is free and ideal for collaboration. Maps can
be shared with students who may either view them or
contribute to the shared map. Contributors must have a
Google account. (http://maps.google.com)

■ Google Sites is another free tool for creating websites
and wikis.Templates are available or you can start from
scratch. Sites can be private or public and collaborative.
(http://sites.google.com)

■ PictureTrail offers free photo storage and the option for
creating razzle-dazzle slide shows called Photo Flicks.
Individual URLs for each photo enable linking to the photo
from within other online applications.
(www.picturetrail.com)

■ VoiceThread allows educators to create up to three free
threads.Account holders can create multiple identities for
their accounts, making the tool child-friendly for younger
students who may not have an email account. Users can
upload their own photos or use an avatar if they do not
wish to share their photo. (www.voicethread.com)

■ Wordle takes minutes to learn.Type in some words and
generate the cloud.Word clouds can be private or shared
to a public gallery. (www.wordle.net)

Figure 1: Using Edmodo, teacher Denise Emel discusses Revolutionary War artifacts 
with students.

Figure 2: History teacher Steve Strieker prompts discussions with students 
on Edmodo.



Library of Congress collection The Emergence of Ad-
vertising in America: 1850-1920 (http://memory.loc
.gov/ammem/collections/advertising).

MORE POSSIBILITIES
Word cloud generators such as Wordle make it easy

for even the youngest students to brainstorm and share
words that come to mind as they view a primary source
photo, hear an audio interview, or examine a document.
Students can print their Wordle depictions or teachers
can embed them in a class webpage. A junior high Eng-
lish teacher plans to use digital primary source photos
to help students understand segregation as they read
Lorraine Hansberry’s play A Raisin in the Sun. For one
student assessment, she will ask them to use Wordle
to generate word clouds from their analyses of both the
photos and the play.

PictureTrail, a photo-sharing site, is a tool for creat-
ing Photo Flicks that can be shared or embedded in a
webpage. Students could use digital cameras to photo-
graph locations of local interest or upload digital pri-
mary source photos. 

Digital scrapbooks provide another avenue for shar-
ing and analyzing primary sources. One of many pos-
sibilities is Glogster. Students can create an interac-
tive Glog, also referred to as an interactive poster, using
their own photos or primary source artifacts or includ-
ing downloaded online photos. Added text comments
supplement the content. Teach students how to prop-
erly document the sources they use for pictures or other
documents when they create products with Picture-
Trail, Glogster, or other Web 2.0 tools.

Projects developed by Strieker, Emel, and Stocks
engage students in local history topics that are also
of national interest. For students and teachers in
Seattle, the event of national historic significance told
in The Hotel at the Corner of Bitter & Sweet represents
a significant aspect of their local history and heritage.
When inquisitive students use Web 2.0 tools in com-
bination with primary sources, they are no longer just
viewing, reading, or listening to digital primary
sources—they are interacting with each other in new
ways and creating new resources. They are engaged
in learning and applying and expanding critical think-
ing. Students are more involved as they access infor-
mation in exciting ways and create products or par-
ticipate in discussion. Use these ideas to kick student
learning up a digital notch! 

Mary Alice Anderson is an online adjunct instructor
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tors program in the School of Education at the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin–Stout where she teaches Teaching In-
formation Literacy With Primary Sources and
Innovations and Opportunities for Media Specialists.
She received a Top Online Educator recognition from
Surfaquarium. She is a member of the Library of Con-
gress TPS Direct Professional Development Review
Committee and is available as a workshop presenter on
primary sources and other topics. Her personal websites
can be found at http://tinyurl.com/cs49mr and http://
tinyurl.com/ya5tsnz. Mary Alice formerly worked as a
school media specialist in Minnesota. Communications
to the author may be sent to maryalicea@mac.com

38 www.mmischools.com

T E C H N O L O G Y @ SCHOOLS

Johnson, Mary, Primary Source Teaching the Web 2.0 Way K–12,
Linworth Publishing, 2009, is recommended as a professional
development resource for educators wanting to learn more.
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Figure 4: Voice Thread in a professional development context, for discussing how to
use a digital image of a slave auction flyer

Figure 3: Using Voice Thread to facilitate discussions of a primary source photo


