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Helping Students Build 
Knowledge with a Photograph 
and Article Related to an Early 
Telecommunications Milestone
Lee Ann Potter

Among the 183 images in the Gilbert H. Grosvenor Collection 
of Photographs of the Alexander Graham Bell Family at the 

Library of Congress is the one featured in this article (www.loc.gov/
item/00650383). According to its bibliographic record, it was taken 
of “Alexander Graham Bell at the opening of the long-distance line 
from New York to Chicago,” on October 18, 1892, and printed later. 
Its summary provides little additional detail, describing only what is 
visible in the image, “Alexander Graham Bell seated at table, speak-
ing into telephone while a group of men watch.”

Sharing such an image with 
students—one of a newsworthy 
event, but containing very little 
explanation or contextual infor-
mation—can generate dozens 
of questions, lead to creative 
research, and quite possibly, 
inspire a fascination with his-
toric newspapers. (The Primary 
Source Analysis Tool, available 
from the Library of Congress 
at www.loc.gov/programs/
teachers/getting-started-with-
primary-sources/guides, may 
be useful.)

Students might wonder: Who 
were the other people in the 
room? How many people were 
there? How and why did they 
get invited? Where was the 
room? Was Bell in New York or 
Chicago? Who did he talk to? 
Was the call successful? What 
did Bell and the other person 
on the call talk about?

Encouraging students to gen-
erate a list of such questions, 
then brainstorming with them 
another list of what sources 
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Alexander Graham Bell at the opening of the long-distance line from New York to 
Chicago, October 18, 1892. (www.loc.gov/item/00650383)
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continued on page 358
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“Talking One �ousand Miles.” �e 
Anderson Intelligencer (Anderson 
Court House, S.C.), 30 Nov. 1892. 
Chronicling America: Historic 
American Newspapers. (https://
chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/
sn84026965/1892-11-30/ed-1/
seq-1)
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Author’s Note
In July 2022, I facilitated a panel discussion 
that was part of the Smithsonian Institution’s 
National Education Summit. “�e Perfect 
Primary Source Combination” (https://s.si.edu/
PerfectPrimarySourceCombination) began with a 
brief analysis of the Bell photograph featured in this 
article.

�en, over the next 90 minutes, panelists 
described how they have been combining primary 
sources from the Library of Congress with items 
from the Smithsonian and other repositories 
in their work developing curricular materials 
and professional development opportunities for 
educators. �ey also shared the transformative 
results they have experienced as a result of those 
combinations.

�e panel featured four Library of Congress 
Teaching with Primary Sources (TPS) Consortium 
partners including: Jessica Ellison from the 
Minnesota Historical Society, Tuyen Tran from 
the California History Social Studies Project 
at UC-Davis, Bridget Morton from Mars Hill 
University in western North Carolina and Alison 
Noyes from the Collaborative for Educational 
Services in Massachusetts.

might contain the answers, and a third list of 
where those sources might be available, can pro-
vide insight into student awareness of information 
sources, as well as their understanding of what 
information sources existed during different time 
periods.

In the case of the Bell photograph, it was 
a newsworthy event that indeed made it into 
the newspaper. In fact, roughly six weeks after 
the image was taken, on November 30, 1892, 
an article titled “Talking One Thousand Miles,” 
(https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn8402 
6965/1892-11-30/ed-1/seq-1) appeared on 
the front page of the Anderson Intelligencer,
published in Anderson Court House, S.C. It was 
submitted to the paper by Scientific American, 
a once weekly precursor to today’s Scientific 
American Magazine.

Invite students to read the article on page 
356, remind them of the questions they had 
generated after analyzing the photograph, 
and lead a class discussion in which students 
answer the questions based on information 
contained in the article.

The amount of detail contained in it might sur-
prise students. (It actually mentions the featured 
photograph being taken!) But, while the newspa-
per article may answer all of the questions that 
they posed, it will likely generate new questions to 
be answered by other sources.

As time allows, brainstorm with students what 
those additional sources might be and what 
repositories might make them available. Then, 
assign student pairs to pursue them and report 
back to the class.

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS BLOG
If you try these suggestions, or a variation of 
them, with your students, tell us about your 
experience! During the last week of October, 
the Teaching with the Library of Congress Blog 
at blogs.loc.gov/teachers will feature a post tied 
to this article, and we invite you to comment 
and share your teaching strategies.

Lee Ann Potter  is the Director of Professional 
Learning and Outreach Initiatives at the Library 
of Congress and serves as the editor of the Sources 
and Strategies feature. For more information on 
the education programs of the Library of Congress, 
please visit www.loc.gov/teachers. 
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