
rightquestion.org

Music Matters: Investigate the Music that 
Shaped History through Inquiry-Based 
Primary Source Learning

Sarah Westbrook
Director of Professional Learning
The Right Question Institute
sarah.westbrook@rightquestion.
org

Eileen Manchester
Lewis-Houghton Civics and Democracy 
Initiative Program Manager
Library of Congress 
ejakeway@loc.gov 

mailto:sarah.westbrook@rightquestion.org
mailto:sarah.westbrook@rightquestion.org
mailto:ejakeway@loc.gov


Today’s Agenda

1. Introductions  

2. Collaborative Primary Source Learning with the 

Question Formulation Technique (QFT)

3. Finding Musical Sources at the Library of Congress

4. Where to Go to Learn More 



Find Today’s Slides & Free Resources

Today’s materials:
https://tinyurl.com/RQI-NCHE25

The Library of Congress Teaching with Primary 
Sources resources: 
https://loc.gov/teachers/ 

RQI’s full free resource library: 
https://rightquestion.org/education/resources 

https://tinyurl.com/RQI-NCHE25
https://loc.gov/teachers/
https://rightquestion.org/education/resources


+ 

Collaborative Primary Source Learning with 
the Question Formulation Technique (QFT)



The Question Formulation Technique (QFT)

Individuals learn to:

▪Produce their own questions

▪ Improve their questions 

▪Strategize on how to use their questions

▪Reflect on what they have learned and how 
they learned it



Rules for Producing Questions

1. Ask as many questions as you can

2. Do not stop to answer, judge, or discuss

3. Write down every question exactly as stated

4. Change any statements into questions

THINK: Which rule may be difficult for you to follow?



Produce Questions

Work with the people seated near you. One person will be 
the notetaker. Then:

1. Ask Questions
2. Follow the Rules

•Ask as many questions as you can.
•Do not stop to answer, judge, or discuss.
•Write down every question exactly as it was 

stated.
•Change any statements into questions.

3. Number the Questions



Question Focus

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/1729137

https://docs.google.com/file/d/10PFUHEMALk-e4XHkvfPCpkdRCRy75nTI/preview
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/1729137


Question Focus Part 2
African-American 
contralto opera singer 
Marian Anderson 
performs on the steps of 
the Lincoln Memorial, 
1939. 

The concert was 
arranged after the 
Daughters of the 
American Revolution 
barred Anderson from 
performing at 
Constitution Hall due to 
their segregationist 
policies.

https://w
w

w
.loc.gov/pictures/resource/hec.26452/

https://docs.google.com/file/d/10PFUHEMALk-e4XHkvfPCpkdRCRy75nTI/preview


Categorize Questions: Closed/Open

Definitions: 
•Closed-ended questions can be answered with a 
“yes” or  “no” or with a one-word answer.
•Open-ended questions require 
  more explanation. 

Directions: 
1. Identify your questions as closed-ended or 

open-ended by marking them with a “C” or an “O.”
2. Then, discuss the advantages AND disadvantages of 

BOTH closed-ended and open-ended questions.



Improve Questions

1. Take one closed-ended question and change it into an 
open-ended question. Add it as a new question to your list.

2. Take one open-ended question and change it into a 
closed-ended question. Add it as a new question to your list.

Add these as new questions at the bottom of your list.

Closed Open

ClosedOpen



Prioritize Questions

Review your list and star 3 questions you are most curious 
about. 

Discuss why you chose those questions and where they fell 
in your original list (towards the beginning, the middle, or 
the end).

Be prepared to share your group’s priority questions. 



Context building:
The setlist

[Encore not listed in the 
program] Nobody knows 
de trouble I’ve seen

https://blogs.loc.gov/m
usic/files/2022/05/M
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Context Building
Anderson’s unique voice
 “You will notice that she sings 

“Trampin” at the low end of her 
three-octave range. Anderson 
was sometimes said to be able 
to sing in two voices, and this is 

an example of that.” 

- Marian Anderson’s Spirituals, 
Folklife Blog from the Library of 

Congress

 “Arturo Toscanini said 
that Marian Anderson 

had a voice that came 
along ‘once in a 
hundred years.’ “

- Marian Anderson, 
Voice of the Century, 
Blog from Smithsonian 

Music

https://blogs.loc.gov/folklife/2018/04/marian-anderson-spirituals/?loclr=blogpic
https://music.si.edu/spotlight/mariananderson
https://music.si.edu/spotlight/mariananderson


Context building:
The audience, the impact, & how Anderson felt about it
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“I said yes, but the yes did not come 
easily or quickly. I don’t like a lot of 
show, and one could not tell in 
advance what direction the affair 
would take. I studied my 
conscience. In principle the idea 
was sound, but it could not be 
comfortable to me as an individual. 
As I thought further, I could see 
that my significance as an 
individual was small in this affair. I 
had become, whether I liked it or 
not, a symbol, representing my 
people. I had to appear.”

- Marian Anderson



Context building:
Controversy and advocacy

https://dh.howard.edu/og_circulars/17/ 
https://www.fdrlibrary.org/anderson 

https://dh.howard.edu/og_circulars/17/
https://www.fdrlibrary.org/anderson


Context building:
The symbolism of Anderson’s performance

“Ms. Anderson, distinguished guests, 
ladies and gentlemen: In this great 
auditorium under the sky, all of us are 
free. When God gave us this wonderful 
outdoors and the sun and the moon 
and the stars, He made no distinction 
what race or creed or color. 

And 130 years ago, He sent to us one 
of his truly great in order that he might 
restore freedom to those from whom 
we had disregardfully taken it. In 
carrying out this great task, Abraham 
Lincoln laid down his life and so it is as 
appropriate as it is fortunate that today 
we stand reverently and humbly at the 
base of this memorial to the great 
emancipator while a glorious tribute is 
rendered to his memory by a daughter 
of the race from which he stripped the 
chains of slavery.”
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https://docs.google.com/file/d/1huJbgAwAkDAEr-VY_UibrLmps8yLGBmL/preview


Add & Action Plan

With your partner, think about the additional primary 
sources you just saw and: 

1. Add new questions that you now have. Hold yourself to 
the 4 rules.

2. Then, discuss: 
• How have your priority questions changed, if at 

all?
• How could you pursue or explore (not necessarily 

answer) the priority questions you now have?



Reflect

•  What did you learn?

•  How could you use it?

•  And, what questions do you now have?



 A Look Inside the QFT Process



The QFT, on one slide…

1) Question Focus
2) Produce Your Questions

✔ Follow the rules
✔ Number your questions

3) Improve Your Questions
✔ Categorize questions as Closed or Open-ended
✔ Change questions from one type to another

4) Strategize 
✔ Prioritize your questions
✔ Action plan or discuss next steps
✔ Share 

5) Reflect

1. Ask as many questions as you can
2. Do not stop to discuss, judge or 

answer
3. Record exactly as stated
4. Change statements into questions

Closed-Ended:
Answered with “yes,” 
“no” or one word

Open-Ended: Require 
longer explanation

Source: The Right Question Institute rightquestion.org



Three thinking abilities 
with one process



Thinking in many different 
directions

Divergent 
Thinking



Narrowing Down, Focusing

Convergent
Thinking



Thinking about Thinking

Metacognition



A look behind the curtain
Typical QFT

Produce ?s

Improve ?s

Prioritize

Reflect
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Produce ?s
Improve ?s

Prioritize

Context building
Add questions

Action plan 

Reflect

What we did today

Action Plan



+ 

Finding Musical Sources at the Library of Congress



National Jukebox

More than 10,000 
recordings made by the 
Victor Talking Machine 
Company between 
1901 and 1925. 
Jukebox content will be 
increased regularly, with 
additional Victor 
recordings and 
acoustically recorded 
titles made by other 
Sony-owned U.S. labels, 
including Columbia, 
OKeh, and others.

https://www.loc.gov/collections/national-jukebox/about-this-collection/


Select films in National Screening Room

https://www.loc.gov/
item/2023602002/ 

https://www.loc.gov/collections/national-screening-room/about-this-collection/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2023602002/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2023602002/


Lomax Collection of Michigan & 
Wisconsin Recordings

The Alan Lomax collection of Michigan and Wisconsin recordings (AFC 
1939/007) documents Irish, Italian, Finnish, Serbian, Lithuanian, Polish, German, 
Croatian, French Canadian, Hungarian, Romanian, and Swedish songs and 
stories, as well as occupational folklife among loggers and lake sailors in 
Michigan and Wisconsin.

https://www.loc.gov/collections/alan-lomax-in-michigan/about-this-collection/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/alan-lomax-in-michigan/about-this-collection/


Chicago Ethnic Arts Project

The Chicago Ethnic Arts 
Project survey was 
conducted in 1977 by the 
American Folklife Center at 
the request of the Illinois Arts 
Council to assess and 
document the status of 
ethnic art traditions in more 
than twenty ethnic 
communities in Chicago, 
and was jointly sponsored by 
both organizations.

https://www.loc.gov/collections/chicago-ethnic-arts-project/about-this-collection/


Further exploration: 

https://www.loc.gov/collections/?fa=origi
nal-format:sound+recording 

https://www.loc.gov/collections/?fa=original-format:sound+recording
https://www.loc.gov/collections/?fa=original-format:sound+recording


Using the QFT with Primary Sources
rightquestion.org/primary-sources/ 

Classroom videos Lesson plans/examples 4 PD modules

And more!

http://rightquestion.org/primary-sources/


+ Where to Go to Learn More:

https://tinyurl.com/RQI-NCHE25 

https://tinyurl.com/RQI-NCHE25

