
BREAKING
BARRIERS IN 
SCIENCE AND
TECHNOLOGY

NHD AT NMAAHC: CURATE A GALLERY PLAYLIST

READY TO PRESS PLAY ON HISTORY?



READY TO PRESS
PLAY ON HISTORY?
In this day and age, themed playlists are everywhere. Themed
playlists are filled with songs that represent someone’s
interpretation of the theme. This is similar to how historians
choose the objects that fill the galleries within museum exhibits.
The objects in the exhibit help support the historian’s
interpretation of the exhibit’s topic. Historians produce their
interpretation of history after analyzing (questioning) primary
sources. Primary sources are the raw materials of history. A
primary source is anything created by the historical subject, or
anything created or existed during the historical period of study.
 
Analysis and interpretation are essential skills to becoming a
historian and to producing a strong National History Day
project.  In celebration of the Smithsonian Year of Music, we are
asking you to practice these skills by creating a playlist. You will
analyze four objects by performing a close reading. A close
reading is a method of analysis that allows you to get a detailed
overview of a primary source. Then, you will interpret the
primary source by choosing a song (any song from any period,
genre or artist) you believe connects it to the 2020 National
History Day (NHD) theme of Breaking Barriers in History.

Image Credits: All items and images are part of the Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture, unless further information is noted.



CRAFT A PLAYLIST
This activity can be completed in in the Community Galleries (L3).
Use the map to help you find the primary sources located
throughout exhibit(s). We have included an example interpretation
to help get you started.
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1 Nurse's Uniform Apron Worn
By Pauline Brown

Garrett Morgan's Safety Hood

Willa Brown

Howard "Skippy" Smith

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

A NASA flight jacket owned by Charles Bolden

CURIOUS ON HOW TO CRAFT A PLAYLIST?
CHECK OUT THE EXAMPLE BELOW. 

First, find the example object in the galleries. 
Second, read the museum text associated with the label object to get
an understanding. 
Third, read the description of why we chose the song for the object.

In this song, Kravitz sings about getting away from Earth and seeing
the stars, Milky Way, and Mars. Charles Bolden "flew away" from
Earth on space flights and was also a Marine aviator.

Fly Away
Lenny Kravitz

Rock, Soul, Funk

A



AFRICAN
AMERICANS IN
STEM
The story of African Americans in the United
States is one of struggle, resistance,
resilience, and victory. These themes play out
continuously in all aspects of African
American life, including African American
involvement in the fields of science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics
(STEM). African Americans have been
involved in the STEM enterprise in the U.S. for
as long as the nation has existed, yet for most
of those years the contributions of African
Americans have been hidden, omitted or
forgotten, such as:
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The STEM contributions and
accomplishments of African Americans are
embedded in many of the galleries
throughout the museum. This activity will
explore four narratives of African Americans
who broke barriers in STEM.

Benjamin Banneker - Almanac and Clockmaker 
Mae Carol Jemison - Astronaut 
Thomas L. Jennis - Dry Scouring Process 
Sarah Boone - Ironing Board
Alexander Miles - Electric Elevator Doors
Lew Latimer - Carbon Filament of Incandescent Light Bulb
Alice Ball - Cure for Hansen's disease (Leprosy)
Katherine Johnson - Mathematician for NASA
Lonnie Johnson - Invited the Super Soaker
Jerry Lawson -  Video Game Cartridges
Charles Drew - Blood Bank and Storage

Gift of Howard and Ellen Greenberg

Gift of Maj. Gen. Charles F.
Bolden Jr., USMC (Ret)



WHAT IS
ANALYSIS AND
INTERPRETATION?

As defined by Merriam-Webster, analysis is “a detailed
examination of anything complex in order to understand its nature
or to determine its essential features.” In terms of history, analysis
is the questioning of a primary source (an item created by the
historical object of study or during the same period) to see what it
can tell us about the history and how it ultimately impacted
history. There are several ways to question a primary source, but
one of the first methods of analysis you should do is a close
reading, which is asking general questions to give you an informed
overview of the primary source.

As defined by Merriam-Webster, interpretation is “ to explain or
tell the meaning of: present in understandable terms.” In terms of
history, an interpretation is a historian’s informed opinion about
their historical topic of study after analyzing primary sources.
Therefore, it is crucial to understand that much of the history we
consume and base our understanding of the past is someone's
interpretation of the past, and that the past is interpreted through
a certain viewpoint and experience personal to the historian.  So, it
is important to be aware that history is a construction, and it is
vital to know how to evaluate the construction of history.

ANALYSIS

INTERPRETATION



1. NURSE'S
UNIFORM APRON
WORN BY PAULINE
BROWN PAYNE
Perform a close reading of the object using
the information within the exhibit. Then, use
your information to help you choose a song
for the object.

1. Where and when was this object created?
 
 
2. Who do you think used this object? Why? 
 
 
3. What was this object used for? Why?
 
 
4. What does this object tell you about the time period it was used?
 
 
5. Why do you believe this object was created?
 
 
6. How does this object inform us about the history of STEM?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How does this object relate to the theme of Breaking Barriers in
History? What song would you choose to represent this object? Why?

Gift of Pauline Brown Payne



2. GARRETT
MORGAN'S
SAFETY HOOD
Perform a close reading of the object using
the information within the exhibit. Then, use
your information to help you choose a song
for the object.

1. Where and when was this object created?
 
 
2. Who do you think used this object? Why? 
 
 
3. What was this object used for? Why?
 
 
4. What does this object tell you about the time period it was used?
 
 
5. Why do you believe this object was created?
 
 
6. How does this object inform us about the history of STEM?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How does this object relate to the theme of Breaking Barriers in
History? What song would you choose to represent this object? Why?

On loan from Sandra F. Morgan



3. WILLA
BROWN
Perform a close reading of the image using
the information within the exhibit. Then, use
your information to help you choose a song
for the image.

1. Where and when was this image created?
 
 
2. Who do you think used this image? Why? 
 
 
3. What was this image used for? Why?
 
 
4. What does this image tell you about the time period it was used?
 
 
5. Why do you believe this image was created?
 
 
6. How does this image inform us about the history of science and
technology?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How does this object relate to the theme of Breaking Barriers in
History? What song would you choose to represent this object? Why?

National Air and Space Museum, Smithsonian Institution



4. HOWARD
“SKIPPY” SMITH
Perform a close reading of the image using
the information within the exhibit. Then, use
your information to help you choose a song
for the image.

1. Where and when was this image created?
 
 
2. Who do you think used this image? Why? 
 
 
3. What was this image used for? Why?
 
 
4. What does this image tell you about the time period it was used?
 
 
5. Why do you believe this image was created?
 
 
6. How does this image inform us about the history of STEM?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How does this image relate to the theme of Breaking Barriers in
History? What song would you choose to represent this image? Why?

Courtesy of Library of Congress



CRAFTING YOUR
PLAYLIST

In the space below, give a title, state the overall genre, and design a cover art
square for your playlist.

Now that you have analyzed and interpreted the objects within the
gallery, it is now time to present your conclusions in the style of a
playlist.

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

1. NURSE'S UNIFORM APRON
WORN BY PAULINE BROWN
PAYNE
 

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

2. GARRETT MORGAN'S
SAFETY HOOD
 
 

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

3. WILLA BROWN
 
 
 

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

4. HOWARD “SKIPPY” SMITH
 
 
 

PLAYLIST TITLE:

PLAYLIST GENRE:



INTERPRETING THE
THEME

In the space below, write a brief paragraph describing how your overall
playlist connects to the 2020 NHD theme Breaking Barriers in History.

The 2020 National History Day (NHD) theme
Breaking Barriers in History, requires you to show
how and why an individual, group, event or idea
"broke barriers" in history.  Keep in mind that
barriers can be physical, natural, or ideological.
Also, it is common to assume that a barrier is
negative, but is it always? What about barriers that
have had positive consequences?
 
Overall, think critically about what it means to
"break barriers," and then use that definition to
explain below how your playlist represents your
historical interpretation of how African Americans
broke barriers in STEM.

Congratulations, you have created a gallery playlist. 
Return to the Welcome Desk in Heritage Hall (L1) for your

exclusive 2019 National History Day button.



National History Day at NMAAHC is poised to help students
become better scholars by providing access to museum
resources, staff expertise, and mentorship, and to bring awareness
of this great and exciting program to groups who might be
underrepresented in the historical fields. Check out our online
resources, workshops and programming for the 2019 - 2020
contest year: Breaking Barriers in History!

Visit our website: 
 
https://nmaahc.si.edu/learn/students/national-history-day-resources


