
 

Analyzing and Evaluating WPA Slave Narratives 
 
 
 

 
 

Standards 

California Historical and Social Sciences Analysis Skills – Grades 9-12 
Historical Research, Evidence, and Point of View 
Students construct and test hypotheses; collect, evaluate, and employ 
information from multiple primary and secondary sources; and apply it in 
oral and written evaluations. 
 

Course U.S. History and Geography – 11th grade 
 

Focus/Concept Understanding the value and limitations of primary sources 
Understanding the concept of historical amnesia  
 

 
Measurable 

Outcome 

Students will be able to: 
1. Use a concrete strategy to analyze evidence 
2. Identify value and limitations of evidence 
3. Articulate reasons why gaps in the historical record may exist 
 

 
 

Primary 
Source 

Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers’ Project, 1936-
1938 

1. Interview with Susan Hamlin, Charleston, SC 
2. Interview with Susan Hamilton, Charleston, SC 
 

 
Overview 

In this lesson, students will learn a method for analyzing historical 
documents, compare and contrast two slave narratives, and evaluate the value 
and limitations of the narratives separately and together. 
 

 
Assessment 

Students will choose another slave narrative from the Library of Congress, 
complete an analysis and evaluation of the source, and write a reflection on 
how the limitations of slave narratives may have contributed to the public 
understanding of slavery. 
 

 
Resources 

“What is History” – Overhead Transparency 
Primary Sources: Class Set of Hamlin and Hamilton Interviews 
SOAPEC Document Analysis Guidelines (overhead and copies for students) 
Internet Access: http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/snhtml/snhome.html 
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Lesson Implementation 
Previous Lesson – “Limits of the Historical Record”  
  
Lesson Opener: Review and Discussion – “What is History” – Graphic summary of limits to the 
historical record.  
 
Question: How do we know what is a usable, believable record for a historical account? 
Introduce SOAPEC as concrete strategy for analyzing and evaluating sources.   
 
Introduce and briefly explain slave narratives: antebellum examples, disappearance after Civil 
War, resurgence during Depression. (see “An Introduction to the WPA Slave Narratives” by 
Norman R. Yetman at http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/snhtml/snintro00.html) 
 
Guided Practice: As a class, read Susan Hamlin’s slave narrative. Work collectively with 
SOAPEC to analyze and evaluate the document. 
 
Guided Practice: With a partner, read Susan Hamilton’s slave narrative, and work together with 
SOAPEC to analyze and evaluate the document.  
 
As a class, review work done with in pairs. Students should use a different color pen to add 
information to their own SOAPEC. 
 
If student haven’t noticed the overlap between the narratives, ask them to compare and contrast 
them, using a Venn diagram (can be done as a class, or in pairs). 
 
Once students have determined that the two interviews are from the same woman, have students 
respond to questions (in writing, or in small groups).   

• What details were included in her first telling that were left out of her second telling?  
• Why do you think Susan Hamlin might have left information out of her second telling of 

her life under slavery? 
• Given the differences in the two narratives, what limitations exist for slave narratives as a 

type of historical source? 
 
Independent Practice: Homework/Assessment:    

• Go to http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/snhtml/snhome.html and choose another slave 
narrative from the Library of Congress. 

• Read the narrative and use SOAPEC to complete an analysis and evaluation of the 
source. 

• Write a one-paragraph reflection on how the limitations of slave narratives may have 
contributed to the public understanding of slavery. 

 
 
 
 
Curriculum created by Kim McCarthy San Jose, CA 
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SOAPEC 
 
A Strategy for Analyzing and Evaluating Historical Evidence 
 

Subject – What?  
What is the subject of the piece? What are the general topics/ideas contained in the text? 
 
 
 
 
Origin – Who? 
Who wrote or created the source? When was it created? Where was it created? 
 
 
 
 
Audience – Whom? 
To whom is the document directed? 
 
 
 
 
Purpose – Why? 
What reasons did the originator have for creating the document? 
 
 
 
 
 
Evaluation – How and why is the document important? 
What value does the document have? What can it tell us? 
 
 
 
   
 
What limitations does the document have? What can’t it tell us? 
 
 
 
 
Context – What’s the bigger picture? 
What else is going on at or around this time? 
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The Past: All actions & thoughts 
by all individuals in all times and 

places 
 
 

Events observed 
by someone 

 
Events  

observed and 
remembered 

 

Events  
observed, 

remembered 
and recorded 

 
 

Events for which we 
have surviving records 
(raw material of 
history) 

Events for which we 
have available, usable, 
believable records for a 
historical account 
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