
Step 3: Backgrounding yourself 
 
It is time to do a little background research! You need to know enough about your topic to 
ask good questions and understand the significance of your interviewees’ comments and 
stories. If you are researching school lunches of the past, you will need to learn things 
like: when the high school in your town started providing lunch; when ending machines 
became available at school; food choices on the school menu; whether students had the 
option of walking home or leaving campus for lunch. The Internet can sometimes provide 
you with background information. Encyclopedias, newspapers, and local historical societies 
are other good sources. Family scrapbooks, photo albums, home movies, and boxes of 
stuff in storage can also provide background. 

WHERE TO GET INFORMATION: 
 

Primary sources: the best kind! First hand accounts of information 
from the people who actually were there, who experienced the event. 
Examples of primary sources include eyewitness accounts and diaries. 
They can be written or oral, recorded at the time of the event or 
later. The people you interview should be primary sources. 
Secondary sources: accounts by someone who did not participate in 
or observe an event. These can be experts who studied a topic or 
people who heard or read about an event. But because they weren’t 
actually there, they are relying on what someone else reported. Their 
insights and perspective can bring additional richness to your 
documentary.  
 

 
 
TIPS 
- Brainstorm your topic with your team to help you decide on different aspects of the 

topic you want to explore and possible good sources of information. Then check them 
out!  

- Gather information about the topic, then decide what is relevant. Use it to help you 
decide how to focus the article, the kinds of questions that you want to ask and add 
important context to the documentary.  

- A good documentary provides evidence to support its statements. If your interviewee 
says that his school won the tournament in 1995, can you locate the local newspaper 
issue that carried the story? People sometimes forget details or confuse several similar 
events, so check facts! Verify the story, information and cite your sources.  

- Keep a record of your data sources so you can cite them in your credits.  


