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INTRODUCTION 

Following World War II, many Americans 
kept souvenirs of lost loved ones or their 
time in the war. Many of these articles were 
stored in boxes or trunks and then tucked 
away in attics, basements, and garages for 
decades. In this program, students will 
learn what qualifies as a primary source, 
and how important they are as sources of 
information. Students will handle and 
evaluate images, documents and a variety 
of artifacts from WWII. The inquiry process 
students will be applying in this lesson is 
driven by questioning and critical thinking. 
Students will progress through six phases 
as they engage with primary sources. 

OBJECTIVES 

• Students will gain knowledge of the 
characteristics and value of primary 
sources. 

• Students will use a critical thinking 
inquiry process to analyze primary 
sources and draw conclusions. 

• Students will compare kids’ activities 
and items from the 1941-1945 war 
years to today. 
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TARGET AUDIENCE	 Grades 3 - 5 
TIME REQUIREMENT	 1 Hour 
NATIONAL CURRICULUM STANDARDS 
All lesson plans meet numerous national 
Common Core State Standards for Literacy in 
History/Social Studies, Science and Technical 
Subjects, as well as National Curriculum 
Standards for Social Studies.

Common Core St. Standards 3rd - 5th

RI - Reading Informative 
Text 1-4, 7

W - Writing 7, 8

SL - Speaking and 
Listening 1 - 4
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Natl. Curriculum Standards for Social Studies

2:  Time, Continuity, and 
Change Early Grades

4:  Individual 
Development and Identity Early Grades

8:  Science, Technology, 
and Societ Early Grades
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1.	 Prepare for this lesson by pre-printing the 
following pages: 
4: one copy per student 
5-6: two copies per group, double-sided 
7: one copy per group 
*internet accessibility for each group is 
needed 
  

2.	 Ask students if they have a treasure box in 
their room where they keep some of their 
favorite items - an old toy, a school project, 
a poster from your wall - or if maybe their 
parents keep a box of items for them. OR 
Ask students if their bedroom - as it is now 
- was not touched for 100 years, what 
could a person in the year 2113 speculate 
about your life and world by looking at all 
of your things? 

3.	 Read through Attic Artifacts: A Window 
to the Past (page 4) with students. Check 
their understanding by asking them 
WHEN primary sources are created. The 
key is that primary sources were created 
during the time period being studied. In 
this lesson, it will be the World War II 
years of 1941- 1945. 

4.	 Break students into groups of two or three 
students and give each group two copies of 
the Primary Source Analysis sheet 
(pages 5-6). 

5.	 Give each group Primary Source 5.5, the 
1943 Lincoln Steel Penny, and guide the 
class through one of their copies of the 
Primary Source Analysis sheet. 

*	 The Primary Source Set List (page 
8) gives you the basic information 
about each artifact (the answer key). 
Do not share this information with 
the students until after the inquiry 
exercise is complete. 

*	 Have internet available for students 
to access to do quick research.

6.	 Give each group a different set of artifacts 
from the remaining Artifacts. 

7.	 Each group works together to fill out their 
remaining copy of the Primary Source 
Analysis sheet. 

8.	 When all groups have finished their 
Primary Source Analysis sheet, have 
each group share their conclusions about 
their third artifact (the one they chose).  
Fill/supplement with information they 
may miss. 

9.	 Direct a class discussion to summarize 
what they have learned about the owner of 
this attic box, and what still remains a 
mystery.   

10.	 At this point you may want to use the 
information provided on the Primary 
Source Set List (page 8) to give 
clarification to students about the 
artifacts. If so, have them add this 
information to step 5 RESEARCH and 
revisit the conclusions they came to in 
step 6. 

*	 If tools for accessing the internet are 
not available for step 5 RESEARCH, 
direct students skip that step and use 
their speculations and critical 
thinking skills to complete step 6 
SHARE. You may want to assign the 
r e s e a r c h s t e p t o b e d o n e a s 
homework or return to it in the 
classroom. 
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Lesson 
Plan



Primary sources provide  
a window into the past.  

What is a primary source? It is any direct 
evidence produced during a specific period 
under study.  They vary widely from objects 
like artifacts, photographs, 
diaries, maps, movies, songs, 
and eyewitness accounts.  
The key is that they were 
created during the time 
period being studied.   

They are different from a secondary 
source, which is an interpretation of the 
past. History text books are typically 
secondary sources because the authors 
were not present at the time in history they 
are writing about, but are 
interpreting what they have 
learned about the event.   

This is what makes learning 
w i t h p r i m a r y s o u r c e s s o 
engaging -- you get to hold a 
real piece of history in your 
hands and come up with your 
own conclusions of its significance. The 
answers are not always provided by the 
primary sources, so you are encouraged to 
seek the answers through inquiry and 
research. 

INTRODUCTION 

Following World War II, many Americans 
kept souvenirs of lost loved ones or their 
t ime in the war. 
M a n y o f t h e s e 
a r t i c l e s w e r e 
stored in boxes or 
trunks and then 
t u c k e d aw a y i n 
attics, basements, 
a n d ga r a ge s fo r 
decades. Imagine 
that your family has 
recently moved, and 
as you are exploring your new home, you 
come across such a box. Inside it are many 
items that don’t make sense to you, but 
raise many clues and questions. These 
items were obviously very important to 
somebody to be saved and tucked away. 
Who was it and what are these hidden 
treasures? 

Researchers and museums call most of 
these old items “primary sources.” First, 
learn about what makes something a 
primary source versus a secondary source. 
Then, use the analysis sheets to investigate 
several primary sources from World War II 
to unlock their secrets.

Attic Artifacts 
A Window to the Past
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We bet it was used for . . . We bet it was used by . . . We think it was made . . .

This looks like . . . It reminds us of . . . Didn’t we learn that . . .

Primary Source 
Analysis

It is made out of . . . It has the markings . . . Its colors and textures 
are . . .
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Summarize and share what conclusions you have come to about the owner of 
this attic box through this primary source.

What did you find when you researched this primary source online?

What words would you use to search this primary source on the internet?
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Cut out the squares. 
Arrange them into piles that include: 
1. A Topic 
2. The matching image of a primary source from then. 
3. The matching image of a primary source from now.

Then and Now 
1943 - 2013

Teachers may duplicate material for educational purposes.	 7

Recycling & 
Conserving

Heroes promoted good 
over evil, national 
efforts, and other 

products

Messages to/from 
American soldiers 
fighting overseas

School lessons that 
promote patriotism

Books about war-
related subjects

Military-influenced 
toys

Electronics for 
entertainment and 

news
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4. ATTIC ARTIFACTS: WWII KIDS 

In addition to the primary sources listed above, this program utilizes primary sources from two 
additional programs (see page 9).

Number/Type Description

4.1 
ARTIFACT

1943 Victory Paper Dolls 
Uncut set #2445 by the Saalfield Publishing Co., Akron, Ohio.

4.2 
ARTIFACT

1942 Navy Scouts Paper Dolls 
Uncut set #3428 by Merrill Publishing Co., Chicago, Illinois.

4.3 
ARTIFACT

WWII Airplane Spotter Card Deck 
U.S. Game Systems, Inc.

4.4 
ARTIFACT

The New Triple-Threat Schools at war - Jeep Campaign poster 
Artist: Reinhardt. U.S. Government Printing Office, 1943.

4.5 
ARTIFACT

1937 Philco Tombstone tube radio Model 37-610B 

4.6 
ARTIFACT

Captain America No. 1 Comic Book Cover 
Marvel Comics, March 10, 1941.

4.7 
DOCUMENT

“Help Equip G.I. Joe With your War Savings” 
Artist: L. Horney. Published by U.S. Government Printing Office, 1944 through the U.S. 
Department of the Treasury, War Finance Division.

4.8 
POSTER

Captain America propaganda poster 
Reproduction by Ollie Boyd, circa 2011.

4.9 
ARTIFACT

1943 Lone Ranger Radio Show premium 
Paper cryptography decoder. Sponsored by Weber’s Bread.

4.10 (a-c) 
ARTIFACT

(3) WWII Soldier’s Voice Records 
Through facilities supported by USO Clubs, The Salvation ARmy, the National Catholic 
Community Service, and Voice-O-Graph machines.

4.11 
POSTER

Schools-At-War Jeep Campaign, Piper Cub L-4 “Grasshopper” The Flying Jeep 
1943, unsigned.

4.12 
DOCUMENT

Stationary Set 
“Keep ‘Em Smilin’” Humors Stationary, Army Series by American Art Service, 1942. 

Primary Source 
Set
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2. Dogs for Defense: Hero Hounds 
Number/Type Description

2.3 
ARTIFACT

CHIPS Makes a Comeback 
1944 three-page comic book story about Chips, a U.S. Army Dog in the World War II K-9 
Corps.

2.4 
BOOK

Private Pepper of Dogs for Defense 
Book by Frances Cavanah from 1945 that tells the story of Pepper in the World War II K-9 
Corps.

2.6 
ARTIFACT

Certificate of Appreciation 
U.S. War Department, Office of the Quartermaster General, circa 1943.

2.7 
PHOTO

CPL Harold “Al” Tesch and “Tipper” 
1943-1945, USMC, 3rd War Dog Platoon, Pacific Theater.

2.8 
ARTIFACT

Pack of Three Letters 
From Al to Hazel, dated 23 March, 1944, 12 September, 1944, and 13 November, 1944.
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5. Use it Up, Wear it Out, Make it Do, or Do Without 
Number/Type Description

5.1 
ARTIFACT

Grease Canister 
Aluminum Kitchenware, circa 1950.

5.2 
ARTIFACT

Office of Price Administration point tokens 
5 blue and 14 red food ration tokens, 1944.

5.3 
PHOTO

Delaware school children collecting scrap metal to aid the war effort 
October, 1942. Image online, courtesy Delaware State Archives.

5.4 
ARTIFACT

Aluminum foil ball 

5.5 
ARTIFACT

1943 Lincoln Steel Pennies 
Bag of 30 pennies.

5.6a-d 
ARTIFACT

(a) United States of America War Ration Book Number One 
Office of Price Administration. No. 971412 -335. Issued to Robert C. Morris of Richmond, 
Virginia on May 7, 1942.

(b) United States of America War Ration Book Number Two 
Office of Price Administration. No. 843313 BU. Issued to Bessie Evelyn Morris of Richmond, 
Virginia.  U.S. Government Printing Office, 1942. O.P.A. Form No. R-121.

(c) United States of America War Ration Book Number Three 
Office of Price Administration. No. 599056 CA. Issued to Robert C. Morris of Richmond, 
Virginia. U.S. Government Printing Office, 1943. O.P.A. Form No. R-130.

(d) United States of America War Ration Book Number Four 
Office of Price Administration. No. 946830 EJ. Issued to Garland C. Dempsey. U.S. 
Government Printing Office, 1943. O.P.A. Form No. R-145.

Primary Source Set 
Continued
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Primary Source 2.8 Attic Artifacts
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