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Understanding firsthand and 
secondhand accounts is an essential 
skill for upper elementary students. It 
enables them to evaluate credible and 
accurate information, understand the 

differences in information sources, 
assess reliability and biases, and aid 
reading comprehension. These skills lay 
the groundwork for students to be 
informed and responsible information 
consumers.  
 
With some practice and guidance, 

students can grasp this concept, which 
helps them in source evaluation, 
research, historical analysis, reading 
comprehension, and media literacy.  
 
Anchor Chart 
 
An anchor chart on Firsthand and 

Secondhand Accounts is a valuable 
tool that enhances students’ 
understanding and provides quick 
reference points. It can be a helpful 
visual aid to support instruction and 
move students toward achieving 
success. 
 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SY-f_sMWD6356akDYJNZVkKhZ68IbNdIww_xpeyourc/copy
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SY-f_sMWD6356akDYJNZVkKhZ68IbNdIww_xpeyourc/copy
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SY-f_sMWD6356akDYJNZVkKhZ68IbNdIww_xpeyourc/copy
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SY-f_sMWD6356akDYJNZVkKhZ68IbNdIww_xpeyourc/copy
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SY-f_sMWD6356akDYJNZVkKhZ68IbNdIww_xpeyourc/copy
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SY-f_sMWD6356akDYJNZVkKhZ68IbNdIww_xpeyourc/copy
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What are firsthand accounts? 

A firsthand account is based on the author’s personal experience. In a firsthand account, the person 
writing about the event was there to see it occur. 
The author will describe the event using the first-person point of view with pronouns such as I, me, and we. 
In firsthand accounts, the author may include the following: 
their feelings or thoughts about what is taking place 
opinions 
specific details 
In firsthand accounts, the author may include 

• his/her feelings or thoughts about what is taking place 

• opinions 

• specific details 

Examples of Firsthand Accounts 

• diaries or journals 
• interviews 
• speeches 

• photographs and videos taken by the person who experienced the event 
• newspaper articles or news reports written by someone present at the event 
• eyewitness accounts of historical events written by people who were there 
• social media posts and blogs written by people who experienced an event 
• autobiographies 
• letters and emails 
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What are secondhand accounts? 

A secondhand account is based on the author’s research instead of personal experience. The author is not 
there to witness the event. Instead, the author completes an investigation by interviewing and reading 
firsthand accounts before writing. 
The author will describe the event using a third-person point of view with pronouns such as he, 
she, and they. 
 In a secondhand account, the writing focuses on the following: 
• key facts 
• general information 

• information from several sources 

Examples of Secondhand Accounts 

• encyclopedia entries 
• biographies [an account of a famous person based on research] 
• textbooks 
• newspaper [a news report about a crime witnessed by someone else] 
• magazine [a summary of a scientific study conducted by other researchers] 
• a narrative told by a friend about something that happened to someone else 

• a book review of a novel written by another author 
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Identifying Firsthand and Secondhand Accounts 

1. Is the passage from a nonfictional resource or a fictional account? 

2. Does an eyewitness tell the story of the event? Was the person telling you about the event present to 
see it take place? 

3. Where did the passage come from? 

Firsthand 

autobiography 

letter 

diary 

photographs 

interview with eyewitness  

Secondhand 

biography 

newspaper 

encyclopedia 

magazine 

fictional movies 

  

4. Does the text contain opinions? 

5. From which point of view is the text written? 

6. Does the text list reference sources? 
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Activity 1:  

 

On the next pages, students will read short firsthand and secondhand accounts of the following events and explain how they 

differ: 

• Apollo 11 Moon Landing in 1969 

• The Signing of the Declaration of Independence (1776) 

• The Wright Brothers’ First Flight (1903) 

• The Boston Tea Party (1773) 

• The Great Wall of China (various periods) 
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Answer Key 

How does the firsthand account of Neil Armstrong differ from the secondhand account in the newspaper article?  

Neil Armstrong's firsthand account provides a personal perspective and captures the iconic words spoken during the historic 

first steps on the Moon. It conveys the awe and significance of the moment.  

The secondhand account in the newspaper article provides a summary of the event and its impact without the same level of 

personal insight. 

 

How did the firsthand account of John Adams differ from the secondhand account in the textbook?  

John Adams’ firsthand account provided a personal and emotional perspective on the significance of the event and how it 

would be celebrated in the future.  

The secondhand account in the textbook offered a concise summary of the event’s historical importance without the same 

level of personal insight. 

 

How does the firsthand account of Orville Wright differ from the secondhand account in the magazine article?  

Orville Wright’s firsthand account provides specific details about the flight, including the aircraft’s control and the distance 

covered.  

The secondhand account in the magazine article offers a brief summary of the historical significance of the Wright Brothers’ 

achievement. 

 

How does the firsthand account of Samuel Adams differ from the secondhand account in the historical book?  

 

Samuel Adams’ firsthand account provides specific details about the participation of a large crowd and their interactions with 

the ships and captains. Samuel Adams' firsthand account allows readers to experience the Boston Tea Party through his eyes 

and emotions, providing a more intimate understanding of the event.  

 

The secondhand account offers a broader overview of the event and its historical significance. The secondhand account 

draws from various sources, including primary and secondary documents, to present an objective analysis of the event. It 

provides insights into the historical significance of the Boston Tea Party, its role in fueling the American Revolution, and its 

impact on colonial and British relations. 
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Answer Key 

 

How does the firsthand account of a laborer differ from the secondhand account in the history textbook?  

The firsthand account offers a personal perspective, sharing the experiences and emotions of an individual who directly 

participated in building the wall. It provides a unique insight into the day-to-day challenges of the laborer's life. The laborer's 

firsthand account includes vivid descriptions of their work environment such as the scorching sun. It also mentions the physical 

demands of the job such as saying “toiled day and night.” The firsthand account allows readers to connect on a more 

personal level with the laborer's experiences. 

On the other hand, the secondhand account in the history textbook provides a broader and more generalized overview of 

the laborer's role and contributions within the historical context. It presents a summarized version of event. The textbook 

account may draw upon various sources and scholarly research to provide a comprehensive understanding of the laborer's 

significance within a larger historical narrative. 

The key difference between the firsthand and secondhand accounts lies in their level of immediacy and personal connection.  
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Apollo 11 Moon Landing in 1969 

Firsthand Account:  

 

Neil Armstrong, the astronaut who took the 

historic first steps on the moon, provided a 

firsthand account of the Apollo 11 Moon 

Landing.  

 

Here is an excerpt from Neil Armstrong's 

description of the event: "I'm going to step off 

the LEM [Lunar Excursion Module] now... That's 

one small step for man, one giant leap for 

mankind." 

Secondhand Account:  

 

A newspaper article from The New York Times 

published on July 21, 1969, provides a 

secondhand account of the Apollo 11 Moon 

Landing.  

 

Here is an excerpt from the article: "Apollo 11 

astronauts became the first men in history to 

set foot on the moon. Neil A. Armstrong, the 

38-year-old civilian commander, radioed to 

earth and the mission control room here: 

'That's one small step for man, one giant leap 

for mankind.'" 

How does the firsthand account of Neil Armstrong differ from the secondhand account in the newspaper article?  

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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The Signing of the Declaration of Independence (1776) 

Firsthand Account:  

 

John Adams, one of the signers of the 

Declaration of Independence, provided a 

firsthand account of the event.  

 

Here is an excerpt from his diary entry: “The 

2nd day of July, 1776, will be the most 

memorable epoch in the history of America. I 

am apt to believe that it will be celebrated by 

succeeding generations as the great 

anniversary festival... It ought to be solemnized 

with pomp and parade, with shows, games, 

sports, guns, bells, bonfires, and illuminations, 

from one end of this continent to the other.” 

Secondhand Account:  

 

A textbook excerpt on the Declaration of 

Independence provides a secondhand 

account.  

 

“On July 4, 1776, the Continental Congress 

approved the final wording of the Declaration 

of Independence. This document proclaimed 

the American colonies’ separation from Great 

Britain and their intention to form a new 

nation.” 

How did the firsthand account of John Adams differ from the secondhand account in the textbook?  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________ 
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The Wright Brothers’ First Flight (1903) 

Firsthand Account: Orville Wright, one of the 

Wright Brothers, provided a firsthand account 

of their first flight.  

 

Here is an excerpt from Orville Wright’s diary 

entry: “Wilbur started the fourth and last flight 

at just about 12 o’clock. The first few hundred 

feet were up and down, as before, but by the 

time three hundred feet had been covered, 

the machine was under much better control. 

The course for the next four or five hundred 

feet had but little undulation.” 

Secondhand Account: A magazine article 

published shortly after the Wright Brothers’ first 

flight provides a secondhand account.  

 

“On December 17, 1903, the Wright Brothers 

successfully flew their aircraft, the Flyer, near 

Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. This marked the first 

powered, controlled, and sustained flight in 

history.” 

 

How does the firsthand account of Orville Wright differ from the secondhand account in the magazine article?  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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The Boston Tea Party (1773) 

Firsthand Account: Samuel Adams, one of the 

Sons of Liberty and a participant in the Boston 

Tea Party, provided a firsthand account of the 

event.  

 

Here is an excerpt from his account: “The tea 

was conveyed on board the ships in the 

presence of thousands, with whom it was a 

mixed multitude, this assembly not only quietly 

suffered the tea to be placed in the holds of 

the vessels, but prevented the Captain of one 

of the ships who was then clearing out for 

London, from receiving his clearance, till he 

had taken in the tea.” 

Secondhand Account: An excerpt from a 

historical book provides a secondhand 

account of the Boston Tea Party.  

 

“On the night of December 16, 1773, a group 

of American colonists, disguised as Mohawk 

Indians, boarded three British ships in the 

Boston Harbor and dumped hundreds of 

chests of tea into the water. This act of protest, 

known as the Boston Tea Party, was in 

response to the Tea Act and represented a 

major escalation in the tensions between the 

American colonists and British authorities.” 

How does the firsthand account of Samuel Adams differ from the secondhand account in the historical book?  

 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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The Great Wall of China (various periods) 

Firsthand Account: A diary entry from a 

Chinese laborer involved in the construction of 

the Great Wall of China provides a firsthand 

account.  

“We toiled day and night, carrying heavy 

stones and working under the scorching sun. 

The wall seemed never-ending, stretching 

across the rugged terrain. We were 

determined to build a formidable barrier to 

protect our land from invaders.” 

Secondhand Account: An excerpt from a 

history textbook offers a secondhand account 

of the Great Wall of China.  

“The Great Wall of China, a monumental 

structure built over several dynasties, was 

constructed to defend China against invasions 

from the north. It spans thousands of miles and 

is considered one of the world’s greatest 

architectural achievements.” 

How does the firsthand account of a laborer differ from the secondhand account in the history textbook?  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  
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Activity 2: Eyewitness Investigation 
 

1. Divide the class in half. Half of the students will stay in the classroom while the other half will take a bathroom or water 

break. 

2. During the break, a parent volunteer enters the classroom and performs a memorable or silly action. This could include 

dressing up like a clown and juggling balls or bringing in an unusual pet like a hedgehog. The volunteer must leave the 

room before the students return from their break. 

3. Assign the students specific roles: eyewitness, investigator, or journalist. 

4. Instruct the eyewitnesses to share their firsthand accounts of the event with the investigators. They should describe what 

they saw and experienced in detail. 

5. The investigators will collect and analyze the accounts provided by the eyewitnesses. They should verify facts, look for 

inconsistencies, and piece together the complete picture of the event. 

6. The journalists will use the gathered information to write newspaper articles. They should summarize the event, including 

important details and eyewitness quotes. 

Following these steps, students will actively engage in role-playing, developing their observation, analysis, and reporting skills. 

The eyewitness accounts will provide valuable information for the investigators and journalists to work with. 
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Activity 3: Sorting 
 

By sorting these snippets, students can practice distinguishing between firsthand and secondhand accounts based on 

personal experiences, senses, and direct involvement.  

 

 

Distribute the cards with the text snippets to each student or group. Instruct the students to read each snippet carefully and 

determine whether it is a firsthand or secondhand account. Have students place each snippet into two piles (Firsthand or 

Secondhand). They can arrange the snippets on their desks or in a designated sorting area. 

 

Answer Key 

 

Firsthand Account: 

The sand felt warm beneath my bare feet as I walked along the beach. 

We could hear the crowd's roar cheering for our team as we scored the winning goal. 

The scent of freshly baked bread filled the air as I entered the bakery. 

As we zoomed down the steep slope, the roller coaster made my stomach drop. 

The sun kissed my skin, and I could feel its warmth on my face during the picnic. 

The scent of rain lingered in the air as I walked through the forest after a summer storm. 

I could feel the adrenaline coursing through my veins as I stood at the edge of the diving board, ready to plunge. 

The waves crashing against the shore created a soothing rhythm as I sat on the sandy beach. 

The freshly picked strawberries tasted incredibly sweet, and their juiciness burst in my mouth. 

The sight of the vibrant colors in the sunset painted the sky with a breathtaking display of beauty. 

 

 

Secondhand Account: 

According to a news report, a major earthquake occurred in Japan today. 

A biography states that Abraham Lincoln delivered the Gettysburg Address during the Civil War. 

My teacher read a book about the life of Helen Keller and shared some interesting facts with the class. 

According to a documentary, dinosaurs roamed the Earth millions of years ago. 

A newspaper article reported that a new species of butterfly was discovered in the rainforest. 

According to a hiker’s blog, the trail offers breathtaking views of the mountains. 

A history textbook states that our forefathers signed the Declaration of Independence on July 4, 1776. 

My friend shared a story from a book about a daring adventure in a hidden treasure cave. 

According to a documentary, researchers discovered a new fish species in the deep ocean. 

A newspaper article reported that a local artist won a prestigious painting competition. 
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We could hear the 

crowd's roar cheering for 
our team as we scored 
the winning goal. 

According to a hiker’s 

blog, the trail offers 
breathtaking views of the 
mountains. 

The freshly picked 

strawberries tasted 
incredibly sweet, and 
their juiciness burst in my 
mouth. 

A biography states that 

Abraham Lincoln 
delivered the Gettysburg 
Address during the Civil 
War. 

The waves crashing 
against the shore 
created a soothing 

rhythm as I sat on the 
sandy beach. 

A newspaper article 
reported that a new 
species of butterfly was 

discovered in the 
rainforest. 

The sun kissed my skin, 
and I could feel its 
warmth on my face 

during the picnic. 

The scent of rain lingered 
in the air as I walked 
through the forest after a 

summer storm. 

My friend shared a story 
from a book about a 
daring adventure in a 
hidden treasure cave. 

The scent of freshly 
baked bread filled the air 
as I entered the bakery. 

A history textbook states 
that our forefathers 
signed the Declaration of 
Independence on July 4, 
1776. 

The sand felt warm 
beneath my bare feet as 
I walked along the 
beach. 

According to a news 
report, a major 
earthquake occurred in 
Japan today. 

According to a 
documentary, dinosaurs 
roamed the Earth millions 
of years ago. 

My teacher read a book 
about the life of Helen 
Keller and shared some 
interesting facts with the 
class. 

The sight of the vibrant 
colors in the sunset 
painted the sky with a 
breathtaking display of 
beauty. 

As we zoomed down the 

steep slope, the roller 
coaster made my 
stomach drop. 

According to a 

documentary, 
researchers discovered a 
new fish species in the 
deep ocean. 
 

I could feel the 

adrenaline coursing 
through my veins as I 
stood at the edge of the 
diving board, ready to 
plunge. 

A newspaper article 

reported that a local 
artist won a prestigious 
painting competition. 
 

Sorting 
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Firsthand and Secondhand Accounts Practice 
Use the stories on the Good News Network. The stories are inspirational. Some articles include direct 

quotes. Others contain videos and pictures. Select a few to share with students. Discuss if the 
articles contain firsthand or secondhand information. 

  
Sadlier School [A four-day lesson plan using Ruby Bridges is provided. You must provide an e-mail 
address to download the materials.] 

  
English Worksheets Land [A printable is included with two articles about the same event plus a 
Venn-Diagram to compare and contrast the two accounts.] 

  
  

If you need some additional materials to help teach firsthand and secondhand accounts, you might like 
to take a look at Tall Tales on Teachers pay Teachers: 

https://www.goodnewsnetwork.org/category/news/kids/
http://www.sadlier.com/school/core-literacy/reading-strategy-lesson-contrasting-firsthand-secondhand-texts
http://www.sadlier.com/school/core-literacy/reading-strategy-lesson-contrasting-firsthand-secondhand-texts
http://www.englishworksheetsland.com/grade4/readinginfo/6/4venn.pdf
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Tall-Tales-2406684
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Tall-Tales-2406684
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Do you want to see free lessons similar to this one regularly? 

If so, sign up for my newsletter here. You will receive a digital 
Scrabble game when you sign up. 

https://view.flodesk.com/pages/605fa2245a1c0adef9a0e028


Gay Miller @ Book Units Teacher 



Gay Miller @ Book Units Teacher 

Credits 

http://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Graphics-From-The-Pond
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Doodle-Dad-Designs
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Teachers-Resource-Force
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Clip-Guy-Graphics
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Whimsy-Clips
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Caboose-Designs
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Sarah-Pecorino-Illustration
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Kimberly-Geswein-Fonts
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Kate-Hadfield-Designs
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Educlips
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Illumismart
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Chirp-Graphics
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/English-Unite-Clip-Art
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Creating4-The-Classroom
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Clipartino
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Artifex
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Katrina-Keegan-School-Clip-Art
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Krista-Wallden-Creative-Clips
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Dsart
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Ron-Leishman-Digital-Toonage
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Pigknit-Clipart
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Melonheadz
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Crunchymom
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Zip-a-dee-doo-dah-Designs
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Rossys-Jungle
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Clever-Cat-Creations
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Scrappin-Doodles
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Ashley-Hughes-Design
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Palace-Pics
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Charlottes-Clips-4150
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Teaching-In-The-Tongass
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/A-Sketchy-Guy


Book Units Teacher Website  

Pinterest 

YouTube 

Book Units Teacher Blog 

https://bookunitsteacher.com/
https://bookunitsteacher.com/
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Gay-Miller
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Gay-Miller
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Gay-Miller
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Gay-Miller
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Gay-Miller
https://www.pinterest.com/lindagaymiller/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC-_FZxE6tyrk37q_IQIzTSQ
https://bookunitsteacher.com/wp/

