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Remnants from the Past:
Using Scrapbooks to Make U.S.
History Personal and Meaningful

John J. DeRose

Our high school recently celebrated its 75th anniversary, and I wanted my students
to remember this event for many years. As a U.S. history teacher, I also wanted to
find a way for them to understand that their high school’s history has coincided with
national events and trends over the past seven decades. I decided to use a scrapbook
format in which students could document the history of our high school.

To cover a wide range of events and
facets of our school’s history, my stu-
dents researched major events, academics,
athletics, arts/clubs/entertainment, and
fashion and created one scrapbook page
on each topic for every decade the high
school has been in existence. To help
them make connections between the
school’s history and our nation’s past, I
asked students to research major national
figures and events pertaining to these
same five topics during the same decades
and create another page covering every
topic and decade. We would eventually
place the high school and national pages
on the same topic during the same decade

Table: Scrapbook Page Topics
School

Major occurrences at the school

alongside each other for an interesting
comparison. The table below shows the
five high school and national topics stu-
dents focused on during each decade.
To make the project analytical and

research oriented, all students were
required to include a 200-word descrip-
tion on their scrapbook pages summa-
rizing major trends or incidences evi-
dent from their examination of sources
related to their topic. Furthermore, the
description had to discuss a few major
items or ideas that weren’t included on
the scrapbook page that could offer an
alternative perspective of the topics dur-
ing each decade. For example, many of

National

Major national political, economic, and
military events

Types of courses, test scores, school wide
academic achievements

National educational trends and issues

Clubs, plays, and band and choir perfor-
mances

Popular songs, television shows, movies,
and performers

Sports offered at the school and sports
teams’ performances

Popular and successful teams, players,
and sports

Student clothing, hairstyles, and dress
codes

Popular male and female styles of hair,
dress and accessories
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the high school’s athletic pages included
pictures or school newspaper articles
detailing championships won by teams
during each decade. However, many
students noticed that yearbooks and
newspaper articles mentioned that teams
sometimes had losing seasons and very
low fan attendance. While this was not
commonly depicted on the scrapbook
pages, students frequently mentioned
this in their descriptions in order to add
greater accuracy and balance to their
pages and provide another way to view
their topics during each decade.

Excerpt from Student Scrapbook
In the 1930s Whitefish Bay High
School had just been built. ... During
the thirties most people received “B”
or “C” grades. The requirements
for completing high school were
six credits in English, six credits in
social studies, two credits in science,
and 1 credit in physical education.
However, Whitefish Bay was not
the norm. While the citizens of the
village were paying for a new high
school, some people were living in
Hoovervilles just a few miles away.

Researching Local and

National Past

The main resources students used to
research their high school’s history were
yearbooks and old school newspapers.
Fortunately, our school has preserved
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copies of every yearbook dating back to
the school’s opening in 1932 and every
edition of the school newspaper, which
was started in 1938. Students photo-
copied items from these sources and
transformed them into scrapbook items.
For the national pages, students used a
wide variety of sources. Books from our
media center highlighting trends dur-
ing each decade included photographs
and documents that students used for
their scrapbook pages. Our school also

subscribes to a database called SIRS
Decades, which included pictures, pri-
mary sources, and information for stu-
dents to research and display their topics.
Students also searched images through
Google to find color pictures and photo-
graphs of particular events or individuals
they had researched from their textbook
and other sources.

When researching their high school,
yearbook photos were very helpful for
students examining fashion to see the way
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students have dressed over the decades.
At times, students noticed some correla-
tions between national and school trends
during some decades, like the feathered
hairstyle of the 1980s or baggy cloth-
ing during the 2000s. However, they
also found inconsistencies between
national styles and school fashion. As
longer hair and tie-dye became popular
during the 1960s, students at Whitefish
Bay were rarely seen in yearbooks dis-
playing these fashions since the school



dress code restricted students’ attire and
hairstyles.

Yearbooks were also very useful for
students researching athletics, clubs, or
arts and entertainment, since they show-
cased photographs of sports teams and
extracurricular organizations to help
students identify some of the major
activities at our school. Many students
observed that while baseball was a very
prominent sport on the national level for
many decades, it was not necessarily the
most popular sport at their school. It was
also evident that student clubs were trans-
formed by national events and trends.
During the 1940s, school organizations
were established to contribute to the war
effort; and as computers became increas-
ingly common in the 1980s, our high
school formed a computer team.

Finally, yearbooks occasionally
offered photographs and descriptions
of major speakers who addressed the
student body, new facilities that were
available to students, and some of the

unique academic trends. In some cases,
national events impacted major events at

the high school. For instance, students

were fascinated to learn that an alum-
nus of their high school was one of the

52 Americans held hostage in Iran from

1979 to 1981 and that this individual

came back to the school a year after he

was released to speak about his experi-
ences at an all-school assembly. Students

were also surprised to see that their high

school was being built in the midst of the

Great Depression—a time when some

communities were forced to shut down

schools—which showed that this national

event affected local communities in dif-
ferent ways.

While the yearbooks offered students a
wealth of information about their school
to compare to events and trends across
the United States, school newspapers
provided more specific details and addi-
tional insight, allowing for greater com-
parisons to national events. The school
newspapers included many rich details
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about academic achievement and main

events during each decade at the high

school. Some articles noted that a few dif-
ferent New Deal agencies helped to fund

projects at the school; others described

the campaigns to ration everything from

books to old clothes or the World War I1

bond drives organized through the high

school. Students were also astonished to

discover a school newspaper article stat-
ing that Duke Ellington had performed

at the opening of the high school’s audi-
torium. Students also learned about a

local legacy of the civil rights move-
ment while reading about the origins

of a transfer program—which started

in 1976—that has enabled minority

students from the city to enroll in their
suburban school district.

Students were also intrigued to find
that some events or trends were not heav-
ily discussed in the school newspaper.
While the Vietnam War is a major topic
in textbooks and in our own U.S. history
course, very few articles mentioned it
or the protests at home. Furthermore,
the Elvis and Beatles craze that swept
the nation during the 1950s and 1960s
was not significantly mentioned in the
school newspapers. When we discussed
this, students hypothesized that either
these issues did not significantly occupy
the attention of Whitefish Bay High
School students, or simply that the
school newspaper was not the forum
where students discussed these topics.

Some students were also able to con-
tact alumni and former Whitefish Bay
teachers and interview them to gain
deeper insight into our school’s history.
In one interview, a student learned about
astudent sit-in to protest the dress code
in 1969 that eventually led to looser
restrictions on student attire. Since this
event was not discussed in yearbooks or
the school newspaper, it helped provide
a more complete understanding of stu-
dents’ fashion at the end of the 1960s
and throughout the 1970s. It also helped
to explain why styles at our high school
during the 1970s began to more closely
resemble some of the national fashion
trends. Another student’s interview with



an alumnus added insight into the school
newspaper’s silence on the Beatles and
Vietnam. The interviewee noted that
the community was socially conserva-
tive and that many adults looked down
upon youth rebellion, including some
of the trends promoted by groups like
the Beatles. In addition, he pointed
out that many students from our high
school in the late 60s and early 70s went
on to college and, consequently, were
deferred from being drafted to serve
in Vietnam.

Finally, other records, mostly pre-
served by our school and school dis-
trict, became valuable components of
the scrapbook. A collection of local
newspapers in our public library pro-
vided additional articles, particularly
related to the construction of school
buildings, which illustrated the finan-
cial costs involved in creating the school
facilities. The schedule of course offer-
ings throughout the decades allowed
students to track changes in the school’s
curriculum. School board minutes pro-
vided insight into policies like the dress
code that students observed over time.

Perhaps the most unique item was a
document from 1934 that provided a
distribution of letter grades given to
seniors in English courses that year.
Students quickly noticed that an aver-
age English grade was much lower, with
most students receiving between a B and
a C in 1934. This provided an inter-
esting opportunity to discuss the way
grades have risen at our school dueto a
combination of the pressure on students
to get good grades for applying to col-
lege, and the pressure on teachers to give
better grades for the same reason.

Turning Primary Sources into
Scrapbook Items

While my experience in historical
research helped students find signifi-
cant items to display on their pages, I
had never created a scrapbook prior to
this project. Therefore, I relied on the
expertise of a few people in our com-
munity. [ learned that one student’s
parent designed very creative family

scrapbooks. This parent was willing to
show students some of her scrapbooks
and give them tips on matting items and
using stickers and embellishments to
make a page come to life.

A woman from a local scrapbook store
was willing to instruct my classes, for a
small fee, about advanced techniques to
display older and historical items. She
showed students ways to rub ink on
items and even tear them to make white
photocopied sheets of paper look older
and more worn. This person also showed
students how to use photo corners and
double and triple matting of items to make
them look neat and distinct. Finally, she
shared advice on using tags and folding
techniques to make items stand out and
add greater variety to each page.

I purchased a wide variety of supplies
from a local store to make sure students
were able to create impressive pages.
Since our project was funded through a
teaching award, my students had the lux-
ury of using a wide variety of resources.
Students mainly used construction paper,
mounting squares, and double sided tape
to mat items; photo corners to enhance
pictures; scrapbook paper cutters, stamps
and special scissors to create straight and
unique designs on the edges of the paper;
and stickers and embellishments like
athletic numerals, letters, and gradua-
tion tassels to add further ornamenta-
tion. Since each scrapbook page was 18
inches by 18 inches, students had plenty
of space to display at least 5 items (after
they minimized some of the photocopied
items).

Once all of the pages, which were
coordinated to match our school colors,
were placed into plastic protective jackets
and arranged chronologically by decade
with each high school and national topic
alongside each other, it was clear that my
students had created an item that would
become a part of their school’s history
for generations. The added incentive that
their work would be displayed for the
entire community and for other students
for many years seemed to motivate them
to do a spectacular job of researching
and designing their work.
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My students were clearly operating
under a best-case scenario. [ had received
$1,000 from the Herb Kohl Educational
Foundation, a teaching award I won sev-
eral years ago, and spent about $700 on
this project. Our high school has also
maintained a great collection of primary
sources including old yearbooks and
school newspapers along with historic
course schedules and school board min-
utes. Additionally, a flexible U.S. history
curriculum gave my students needed time
to work in class to create superb pages.

However, if I purchased smaller scrap-
book pages, fewer stickers and embel-
lishments, and a smaller album, my costs
could have easily been cut in half. I could
have also asked students to purchase some
of their own materials like construction
paper, stickers, or mounting squares—a
nominal financial expense. Even if I did
not have close to three weeks built into
my curriculum to spend on a project like
this, I could have seen similar results by
assigning the project at the beginning of
the school year or semester, providing a
few class days to get started and asking
students to complete the project over a
few months.

I rarely observe students thanking me
for assigning them a project, but many
expressed their gratitude for being part
of this activity and for having the oppor-
tunity to display their interest and talent
for historical research in such a creative
manner. As our scrapbook was unveiled
at a community event to commemorate
the school’s anniversary, a number of
administrators, alumni, colleagues, and
community members also showed deep
interest and amazement in my students’
work. This was truly a project that stu-
dents will remember for years to come
and one that allowed them to see their
local and national history through a dif-
ferent lens. &
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