
Welcome to the session, from Dr. Furgione
Contact: Brian.Furgione@gmail.com 

Launching Inquiry: 
Using Primary Sources to Explore Space and Power

Ponder the Question: 
What story do these images tell?

(We’ll come back to this question in a little while)

mailto:Brian.Furgione@gmail.com


Why History and Science Belong Together 

Science doesn’t happen in a vacuum. 
It occupies space and time. 

It is shaped by people, politics, and 
problems.



Welcome to the Wonderful World of Primary Sources!

Think about all the primary sources you 
have encountered in your life…what was the 

most impactful? Most fun? Why?



Why Primary Sources in the Science Classroom? 

A strong primary source doesn’t just 
teach history – it can spark curiosity. 

It brings the past to life, it can 
engage the senses, it makes things 

real.



Why Space? 
(DOD Video)

The stage: 
1957, Russia has just 

launched Sputnik. 
Americans were 

rattled. Confidence 
shaken, fears about 
national security, 

advanced technology, 
and global power shifts 
ignited. In those shoes 
– how would you feel 

watching this clip from 
the USAF?



The “Moonshot” Speech

• What sticks out in 
President Kennedy's 
language? 

• How does he 
contextualize (justify?) 
the exploration of 
space? 

• What social studies 
language does JFK 
leverage in arguing 
America must be first?

(4:20-9:30)



Contextualizing Events – Historical Grounding 

Question to Ponder: 
Was the moon landing a scientific achievement or a political message? 

Was it a shared human moment or a geopolitical message aimed at Earth?

Context Note: On July 20, 1969, the world watched as humans first set foot on the moon. Set within the context of the Cold War, the Space Race 
was about more than science - it was a race for global power, pride, and proving who would get there first.  These three iconic images - the 

plaque left behind, a lone footprint in lunar dust, and an astronaut standing beside the U.S. flag – tell a story. 



Where to Find AWESOME Sources

• Library of Congress (LOC.gov)
• NASA History Office & Image Archives
• National Archives (DocsTeach)
• NIH’s National Library of Medicine 
• ScienceHistory.org
• Smithsonian Learning Lab 
• Chronicling America (for historical 

newspapers)
• Atomic Heritage Foundation 
• University & Regional Newspaper Archives



Source Time!



Source Time!



Source Time!Fun with Sources! (Low Prep)



Analyzing Sources
Observe

• What do you notice first? 
• What do you notice that you can’t explain?
• Is there anything you find interesting?

Reflect
• Who do you think made this source?
• Why would they make it?
• Where do you think it came from?
• What was happening when this was made?

Question
• What do you want to know?
• What does this make you think about?

Your Task: Create a caption for this image.



Analyzing Sources
Image Caption:

Wernher von Braun’s Petion for Naturalization 

Who: Wernher von Braun, former Nazi rocket scientist, later lead 
architect of U.S. space program and the Saturn V rocket.
What: A Petition for Naturalization, the official U.S. government 
form (Form N-405) von Braun submitted to become a naturalized 
American citizen. This form declared his intent to: Renounce 
loyalty to Germany, accept allegiance to the United States, fulfill 
all legal requirements for citizenship
When: Filed 1954
Where: U.S. District Court in Birmingham, Alabama
Why:  von Braun was living in Huntsville, Alabama - which would 
soon become ground zero for America’s rocket and space 
development at Redstone Arsenal. It also symbolized America’s 
willingness to absorb former enemy scientists for the sake of 
Cold War supremacy - making this document a flashpoint in 
debates about ethics, patriotism, and pragmatism.
Source: NASA Archives 



Compare and Contrast
Observe
• What do you notice first? 
• What do you notice that 

you can’t explain?
• Is there anything you find 

interesting?
Reflect
• Who do you think made 

this source?
• Why would they make it?
• Where do you think it 

came from?
• What was happening 

when this was made?
Question
• What do you want to 

know?
• What does this make you 

think about?



Space Race - Primary Source Brainstorm
The Task: On your handout, you will find a list of 
topics/questions. Your goal is to design a mini-set of 3-5 
primary sources that you think would help students explore a 
significant, open-ended question about space exploration or 
the Cold War era. You don’t need to know the exact source but 
think about what you would want if you could find it (e.g., a 
Soviet news clip, a NASA memo, etc).  Think about what you 
want your students to examine - the better the ask, the better 
the get!

Example: Who Won the Space Race?
Guiding Question: Was the Space Race a victory for science, 
democracy, or propaganda?

• JFK’s “We Choose to Go to the Moon” Speech (1962)
• Soviet Cosmonaut Propaganda Poster
• New York Times Headline: 'Men Walk on Moon' 

(1969)
• NASA Budget Graph vs US Education Spending 

(1961–1975)
• Apollo 11 'One small step…' Mission Audio 

Transcript



 Bell Ringers & Lesson Launchers Using Primary Sources 

• Mystery Image: Show a historical photo or diagram (e.g., 1800s diving suit, 
Sputnik, 1910 germ theory ad) – leverage the ORQ strategy. 

• Quote of the Day: Use a scientist’s actual words from a journal, letter, or 
interview - students respond with what they think it means or why it matters.

• Scientific “Post-It” Memo: Show a clipped section of a NASA, CDC, or DOE 
memo - students predict what’s happening or what comes next.

• Compare & Contrast Warm-Up: Two images (e.g., 1800s microscope vs modern 
one) - students list differences and make inferences about technological 
progress.

• Ethics Quick Debate: Drop in a single-sentence excerpt from a controversial 
scientific moment (e.g., “We must act before others do” from atomic research) - 
students take a stance.

• Newspaper Flashback: Headline from a historic event (e.g., “Spacecraft Lost!”) - 
students infer the event, science involved, or public reaction.

• Artifact Inference: Zoomed-in or partial image of a science tool or field note - 
students guess the object and its purpose.

• Timeline Teaser: Give just the date, event name, and a quote - students guess 
what was happening scientifically or what problem was being tackled.



How We Got to Now

When engaging with sources…
Students see Einstein not just as a genius but as a refugee 
writing letters to Roosevelt, when they read about NASA 
engineers pushing back against launch pressure before 
Challenger, or when they analyze real 1918 flu posters, 

they learn that science is human. 
Science is fallible. Science is courageous. Science lives 

within context. And most of all, they can question, 
investigate, and build upon.



Thank You - Let’s Chat!
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