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Reading Photographs 
 

 
 
Supplies: 
Eleven scanned photos that appear at the end of this lesson 
Question and answer sheets for each photo 
Description of Valley Iron Works photo and Threshing photo 
 
Procedure: 
 
1.  Introduce the importance of studying photographs by telling the students all the ways 
in which photographs help us to learn about the past.  Photos are some of the richest 
sources for information about the history of people’s daily lives.  Many photos clearly 
show how original tools and objects were used, when they were used, who used them, 
what other tools were used with them, and more.  For example, one can tell from the 
image how tools were held, or what their purpose was.  Sometimes, we can even tell how 
the tools were stored or cared for.  Photos provide us with volumes of information about 
fashion and the objects people prized.  They can even show how a place has changed 
over time.   
 
2.  Introduce the activity by telling the students the following:  A histor ian studies the 
past.  Historians often use old photographs to learn about people and places from the past.  
An apprentice trains to learn a job.  Your mission as an apprentice historian is to study 
old photos to learn about the past.  Look at the nine photographs in this room and try to 
answer the questions about the people and places you see.  Remember, clues to all of the 
questions are in the photos. 
 
3.  Using the photos of Valley Iron Works and steam threshing along with the provided 
descriptions, discuss with the class some of the different types of information that can be 
learned from photos. 
 
4.  Set up seven stations around the room, one for each of the remaining photos.  (Note:  
The two shots of College Ave. go together and the two shots of the firemen go together.) 
 
5.  Divide the class into seven groups and have them rotate through the seven stations 
answering the questions as they go.  If you wish, you can put the question sheet and 

Concept: 
Photographs show change over time by letting us look at and compare fixed moments 
in time.  By looking at photographs we can observe celebrations of past holidays and 
special occasions; watch people at work, at home, and at play; and see how they 
coped with changes.  We can see changes in fashions, values, beliefs and customs.  
We can watch as a town prospers or struggles.  This lesson will help students learn to 
gather some of the different types of information that is available in photographs and 
other visual documents. 
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answer sheet back to back in a sheet protector, so students can check their answers by 
flipping over the question cards. 
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 Valley I ron Works Photograph 
 

Ask the students to study the photo for a minute.  Then, ask students to begin to name 
things that they notice about the photo.  As they point out people, ask what jobs students 
think the men might have been doing.  As they point out objects, ask what they think the 
purpose of the objects was.  Lead them by pointing out clues in the photographs that help 
point to the answers. 
 
This photo shows the mold making area of the Valley Iron Works foundry and the types 
of tools used to make molds that would later be used to shape iron tools or parts for 
machines, etc. 

·  Damp sand was used to make molds of wooden patterns. 
·  Large circular iron “ flasks”  which held the molds are in the foreground. 
·  Flat blade shovels for moving the sand can be seen. 
·  A foundry sieve for sifting the sand can be seen near the sand pile. 
·  Many of the men hold “ rammers”  which are used to pack the sand around the 

pattern. 
 
The photo also shows the hierarchy of jobs within the factory (which jobs were 
considered most important and which not so important) 

·  Mold making was a highly skilled job.  Most likely, the men holding the rammers 
were the mold makers. 

·  The others were probably laborers who shoveled and sifted sand, and helped 
move equipment and molds. 

·  The man in the center of the photo, leaning against a mold, is not dressed for 
labor, nor is he dirty.  Possibly, he is the owner or manager of the business. 

·  The man to his right, with the mustache, also is not dirty, but is dressed for the 
work.  He may be the foreman of the molding room. 
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Steam Threshing Photograph 
 

Ask the students to study the photo for a minute.  Then, have students start to name 
things that they notice about the photo.  As they point out people, ask what jobs students 
think the men, women, and children might have been doing.  As they point out objects, 
ask what they think the purpose of the objects was.  Lead them by pointing out clues in 
the photographs that help point to the answers. 
 

·  The most noticeable feature in the photo is the steam traction engine.  These 
engines were portable power sources for running stationary equipment. 

·  The person who operated the engine was probably the most skilled worker. 
·  The men, who are sitting on the threshing machine sticking out of the barn, 

probably ran it. 
·  The four men on the ground probably did mostly the manual work, such as 

feeding the thresher, moving the straw or carrying wood for the engine. 
·  The women and children in the picture also worked during threshing.  They spent 

long hours in the hot kitchen preparing meals to feed the hungry men. 
·  It was also common for entire families to be photographed with prized household 

articles or agricultural equipment.  The photos had to be taken outside to have 
enough light. 
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Valley Iron Works Photograph.  Collections of the Outagamie County Historical Society, 
1987.174.14  N1477 
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Steam Threshing Photograph.  Collections of the Outagamie County Historical Society, 1989.404.4 


