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Lesson 3c: Researching With Photographs 
 

 

Note: 

For an overview of this lesson, compelling question, and objectives see the introduction 

to Section 3: Research the Life of a Cattle Trail Cowboy.  Lesson 3a, Introduction to 

Researching the Life of a Cattle Trail Cowboy, should be completed before beginning 

this lesson. Lesson 3f provides a conclusion to the research done in Section 3. 

 

This lesson deals only with photographs and not illustrations or sketches. The basic 

technique used in this lesson to research photographs may also be used with works of art, 

including illustrations and sketches. When using illustrations in research it is important to 

consider that works of art are the artist’s interpretation of a scene or event. In addition, 

some nineteenth century illustrations were drawn or etched by artists or crafts people who 

had not actually viewed the scene being illustrated. This can produce inaccuracies or 

distortions.  

 

Items from the trunk: 

CD “Cattle Trail Cowboys” (Items on this CD can also be found at kshs.org) 

o Photos #01 –17 (for research) 

o Photo #26 (photographer’s darkroom) 

o Worksheet #2: Research Notes (Students should continue using the copy they 

began in Lesson 3a.) 

o Worksheet #3: Primary Source Research: Photographs 

o Resource Chart 

 

Items provided by teacher: 

Provide a way to project, or show, each photo to the entire class during the sharing 

portion of the lesson. 

 

Advance Preparation: 

1. If necessary, review  

o “Lesson 1c: Introduction to Reading a Photograph,” for instructions on reading a 

photograph,  

o “Preparing a Digital Photograph for Study” in this manual’s introduction,” and  

o “Photography in the late nineteenth century” in the glossary to provide context for 

photos of the cattle trail era. 

2. Decide how photos #01 – 17 will be assigned with a minimum of one photo per 

student. All fourteen photos should be used in this lesson. Each student can research 

more than one photo, and the same photo can be assigned to more than one person. 
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3. Prepare photos for use by students as either digital or print images. 

o When using paper copy of the photo provide paper and scissors so 

each student can make a mask to allow him/her to more easily study 

the assigned historic photo(s) quadrant by quadrant. (A mask is a 

piece of cardstock with one quarter, or one quadrant, of the sheet 

cut away.) 

4. Copy Worksheet #3: Primary Source Research: Photographs – one copy per student 

per photo. Each student needs one copy for each photo he/she works with.  

 

 

Lesson: 

1. Introduce Lesson 

a. The class is researching nineteenth century cattle trails and cowboys. Through the 

research students will seek answers to the questions they identified. Have students 

quickly review the questions listed on their copy of  Worksheet #2: Research 

Notes. 

b. Initiate a discussion about why historic photographs are primary sources. 

c. Share Photo #26: Photographer’s Traveling Darkroom with the class. Share 

information on the history of photography in the late 1800s to provide context for 

photos of the cattle trail era and their scarcity. The important point is that it took a 

lot more planning, preparation, equipment, and patience to take a photograph in 

the late 1800s than it does with today’s digital cameras. Photographers did not get 

immediate results and would not know if a photograph was in focus, had enough 

light, etc. until it was developed sometimes days later. At that time the photograph 

could not be shot again. 

d. Review the process of reading a photograph if necessary. 

 

2. Photo Research 

a. Distribute copies of Worksheet #3: Primary Source Research: Photographs to 

each student. Students need one copy for each photo he/she will examine. Instruct 

the class to record information from each photo on a worksheet. If available, the 

location, photographer, title and date are included in the Resource Chart.  

b. Distribute photos to students with a reminder that they study the photo quadrant 

by quadrant before looking closely at the entire photo. This provides opportunities 

to more readily observe details that might be overlooked when the photo is 

viewed in its entirety. 

c. Allow time for students to examine their assigned photo(s) and record information 

on their worksheets. 

d. As a class review the photos one by one projecting them for the class to see. 

Student(s) should share information about photos they examined, observations 
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they feel are important, and anything they learned about the impact of nineteenth 

century cattle trails and cowboys. Allow the remainder of the class to ask 

questions and add notes to their copy of Worksheet #2: Research Notes as it 

applies. 

 

 

3. Review Photo Research 

a. Reinforce the importance of carefully studying photographs to see the details. It is 

easy to overlook minutiae that may turn out to be important.  

b. Ask students if looking at photos quadrant by quadrant helps avoid overlooking 

details. 

c. Initiate a class discussion about  

 the value of using historic photographs in research 

 the value of exploring multiple perspectives when doing historical research, 

and 

 whether the examination of historic photos added to the students’ 

understanding of nineteenth century cattle trails and cowboys and/or initiated 

new questions students would like answers to.  

d. Remind the class that historians study the past by examining the evidence left 

behind. Even when looking at multiple sources there are not always enough clues 

to tell the researcher everything he/she wants to know. Research is the process of 

collecting clues to answer questions. 
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