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the ARTICLE (for teachers)            
 
Discovering Your Ancestors 
More and more Americans obsessively trace their family history

 

, as evidenced by the surge in genealogy 
websites. Each day, millions visit sites devoted to discovering their ancestors. Increasing amounts of records, 
such as ship registries and marriage and death certificates, are digitally scanned and made available to the 
sleuths, too. And now there's a new option: photo detectives. 

Armed with fashion magazines and an eye for detail, photo detectives hunt for clues contained in old photos. 
Hair styles, the cut of clothes, and the objects in the pictures all allow these detectives to pinpoint dates, places, 
and even professions. It also requires an expert's knowledge in social history. For example, a photo of a woman 
with unusually short hair in the 19th century likely indicates that she had scarlet fever, as a sufferer's head was 
often shaved. Or a photo of a baby carriage in the mid-1800s could serve as an announcement that the infant 
had died, as opposed to recording his birth. The period had a very high infant mortality rate, and custom 
dictated that death cards be sent to family and close friends

 

. These are just some of the facts that photo 
detectives must readily have at their fingertips. 

The earliest photos, which come from the 1830s, usually necessitated a studio visit by the whole family--a 
lengthy and formal process

 

. But when Kodak invented the snapshot in the 1880s, family collections ballooned 
with shots of birthdays, holidays, and everyday life. Unfortunately, most people didn't bother with labels, which 
now thwarts the efforts of descendents unable to correctly identify the old pictures. 

Enter the photo detectives. But customers may not always like the results, for what gets discovered may 
disagree with family lore. 
 
 

Teacher's Notes: 

 
* Underlined words in red typeface are the answers.
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the Article (for students)              
Listen and fill in the missing sentences. Compare your answers with a partner, and 

then listen once more. 
 

Discovering Your Ancestors 
a) ______________________________________________________, as evidenced by the surge in genealogy 
websites. Each day, millions visit sites devoted to discovering their ancestors. Increasing amounts of records, 
such as ship registries and marriage and death certificates, are digitally scanned and made available to the 
sleuths, too. And now there's a new option: photo detectives. 
 
b) _____________________________________________________, photo detectives hunt for clues contained 
in old photos. Hair styles, the cut of clothes, and the objects in the pictures all allow these detectives to pinpoint 
dates, places, and even professions. It also requires an expert's knowledge in social history. For example,  
c) _____________________________________________________, as a sufferer's head was often shaved. 
Or a photo of a baby carriage in the mid-1800s could serve as an announcement that the infant had died, as 
opposed to recording his birth. The period had a very high infant mortality rate, d) ________________________ 
_____________________________. These are just some of the facts that photo detectives must readily have 
at their fingertips. 
 
The earliest photos, which come from the 1830s, e) _______________________________________________ 
______. But when Kodak invented the snapshot in the 1880s, family collections ballooned with shots of 
birthdays, holidays, and everyday life. Unfortunately, most people didn't bother with labels, which now thwarts 
the efforts of descendents unable to correctly identify the old pictures. 
 
Enter the photo detectives. But customers may not always like the results, for what gets discovered may 
disagree with family lore. 
 

 Notes: 
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STEP ONE            
Title: Speculate and/or discuss the contents of today's article from its title: "Discovering Your Ancestors." 
 

STEP TWO            
Questions: Read as much of the article as you can in two minutes. Guess the answers to the questions below, 
then listen to your teacher read the article. Try to confirm your answers. 

a. Family history has become very popular in the US. T / F 
b. Photo detectives use fashion magazines to find clues in photos. T / F 
c. History isn't very important to photo detectives. T / F 
d. Photography didn't become popular until the 1830s. T / F 
e. Old photos aren't usually labeled, so this causes problems for photo detectives. T / F 

 

STEP THREE            
Fill in the Blanks: Listen to your teacher read the article again. Fill in the blanks with the missing words. 
 

STEP FOUR            
Questions: Answer the questions to check comprehension. 

a. What has been digitally scanned to help people find their ancestors? 
b. What are photo detectives? 
c. What do they use to find clues? 
d. According to the article, what happened in the 1880s? 
e. Why might customers like the information provided by photo detectives? 

 

STEP FIVE            
Discuss: Talk about the following questions in pairs/groups. Remember to support your answers! 

a. Do you think it's important to trace your family's history? Why/not? 
b. What do you know about your grandparents? How about your great-grandparents? 
c. Would you ever consider hiring a photo detective to tell you more about your family? Why/not? 
d. How would you feel if you discovered one of your ancestors was a terrible person? Please explain. 
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