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The second option is a ten-minute performance. Performance students act out their 
argument on a stage. They might choose to become characters from the time they are 
researching or modern characters looking back at a historical event. Performers can use 
their voice, acting skills, and stage presence to get the attention of the audience and 
convince audience members of their historical argument. 

A group of performance students competing at the NHD National Contest. National History Day. (Photo credit: 
Raphael Talisman) 

The third option is a ten-minute documentary. Documentary students create a short flm 
to tell their story and make their argument. Documentary flms use media to tell the story. 
Students integrate visual and audio components into their projects. 

Documentary students presenting their documentary at the NHD National Contest. National History Day. 
(Photo credit: Raphael Talisman) 
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Here is what might go into each column. 

Observe In this column, record details of what you see, hear, or read. Observations  
provide the foundation for learning with primary sources.  

To deepen observation, focus on small areas, such as quadrants of 
an image, paragraphs of text, or a minute or two of audio or video 
recordings. You might look for details that provide evidence of your 
thinking or clues to the authorship or time period, or make personal 
connections to the item. 

Questions: 

› What do you notice frst?
› What is a detail that is small but interesting?
› What do you notice that you did not expect?

Here is a simple test to check if your thought is an observation: Would 
most people examining the item agree on the description or idea? If not, 
then the thought probably is a refection. 

Refect In this column, record thoughts about the item. Ask yourself what you 
think is going on. Here you can interpret what you see, hear, or read 
(observations). Refect on what you already know (prior knowledge). 
Think about how to connect your observations to your prior knowledge. 
The idea is probably a refection if someone might reasonably ask, 
“What makes you say that?” 

Questions: 

› Why do you think somebody made this?
› Who do you think was the audience for this item?
› What can you learn from examining this?

It is helpful to connect the ideas in this column to an observation or 
prior knowledge. Use this fll-in-the-blank form to get started: I think 
because              . You can also draw a line from a note in the refect 
column to a note in the observe column to show a connection between 
ideas. 
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To practice observing, refecting, and questioning, take a look at this photograph. 

›  Observe: What do you notice frst? 
›  Refect: Why do you think somebody took this picture? 
›  Question: What do you wonder about it? 

Test your understanding of the diference between observations and refections with these 
two example thoughts: 

›  “They are wearing pants and shirts.” 
›  “This was staged.” 

Remember that if it is an observation, then most people will agree on the thought. But if 
someone might ask, “What makes you say that?,” then the idea is probably a refection. 
Into which column would you put each thought? Take a look at the sample Primary Source 
Analysis Tool to check your understanding. 
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Look at this map closely. What questions does it generate? How could those questions lead 
to ways to narrow the broad topic to something more manageable? 

What is going on here? 
Races? Horse races? 

What were states and 
countries doing? What 
 happened in these 
buildings? 

What is a Midway? 

Is this where President 
McKinley was shot? 

I read that infant 
incubators were at the 
fair. Where was that 
building? Maybe other 
maps will show it. 

Map from the Guide to the Pan-American Exposition, 1901. Library of Congress (ltf90039824). 

Check out the map and ask yourself: “If I attended, what would I like to see frst?” Add some 
questions of your own to the map above. You might need to step away from the map and 
learn more. Secondary sources can provide a deeper understanding. You might read more 
about the assassination attempt on President William McKinley that led to his death several 
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How did this seemingly modern event, flled with the newest technology and innovation, 
meet the challenge of a presidential assassination? The research question has started to 
narrow and take shape. 

What Is a Research Question? 
A research question steers your research. Once you have an idea, the research question 
evolves and guides the initial search for information. Ultimately, it helps shape the project’s 
historical argument. 

Research questions make you want to know more. Now that the topic has been narrowed, 
what is the question that you want to answer that relates to the theme?  How about: 

How did electricity at the 1901 Pan-American Exposition contribute to the care of 
President William McKinley after he was shot? 
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President McKinley’s death was reported in The Washington Times, September 14, 1901. 

Expanding a Research Topic 
Sometimes, your topic is too narrow when you begin to research, and sources are few. When 
this happens, consider expanding the scope of your topic. Think about comparing this event 
to another event in a diferent place or time or broadening your scope to include a longer 
timeframe or more participants. 

Not sure if your topic is too broad or too narrow? Talk to your teacher or librarian. They can 
help you as you work through the research process to fnd a manageable topic. 



























 

 
 

Using quotation marks for your terms tells the search engine to fnd resources that contain 
all of the words in that specifc order. A new search of the collections using “Pan-American 
Exposition” yields only 2,338 resources. That is still a lot, but much more manageable. 

Using quotation marks tells the search engine to look for an exact phrase and provides fewer and more 
relevant resources. 

Refning or limiting the results by location and date will help even more. A Pan-American 
Exposition was held in Dallas, Texas, in 1937, so some results apply to that event. The links 
on the left-hand side of your screen can help limit your results. You know that the event 
happened in New York state, so clicking “New York” under “Location” will limit the results. 
Once you click “New York,” you can click “Bufalo” (the city where the event happened). You 
can narrow the date range under “Date” by clicking “1900 to 1999” and then “1900 to 1909.” 
By limiting your search, you get more relevant results and have less to wade through as you 
conduct your research. At the same time, these limits will exclude many books and other 
sources created after the Exposition ended. 

Refning a search by date and location limits the number of resources and helps you fnd materials relevant to 
your topic. 
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When you search the Library’s online collections, you can limit your search by format. 

A sample search plan for the Pan-American Exposition of 1901 might look like this: 

Sample NHD Search Plan 

What is my topic? The 1901 Pan-American Exposition 

What are some keywords I 
should use for searching? 

Pan-American Exposition, William McKinley, electricity, 
Electric Tower, assassination 

What is the time period(s) of 
my topic? 

1901, early 1900s 

What are some important 
locations for my topic? 

Bufalo, New York; Delaware Park 

What flters can I use to 
narrow my search? 

Time, location, original format (newspapers, movies, 
photos) 
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Key Terms 

All researchers need to develop a list of terms specifc to the time period they 
research. Examples from the Progressive Era might include: 

Immigration: The act of moving from one place to live in another permanently 

Industrialization: A shift from an agricultural (farming) society to an industrial 
(manufacturing and mass production) society 

Patronage: Jobs or favors ofered in exchange for votes 

Political machine: Party organizations that dominated local or city government 
and politics 

Urbanization: A population shift when people moved away from rural farm 
areas to live in in urban areas, such as New York City and Chicago 
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A view of the Solvay Process Company in Syracuse, New York, c. 1890. Library of Congress (det.4a07766). 

Historical context helps historians better interpret history and primary sources created in a 
specifc time period. Society changes over time, and today’s world is diferent in many ways 
from the world in which a source was created. Historians work to understand how sources 
refect the time in which they were made. They explore the attitudes and infuences on the 
source at the time. For example, a source created during an economic depression may be 
very diferent from a source created during a time of prosperity. 

Understanding historical context also helps historians better understand the source. A 
primary source might use words, symbols, names, or images that are unfamiliar today, 
but familiar to people at the time. It might use words that we know, but they might have a 
diferent meaning. By studying the historical context, historians learn and become more 
comfortable with the language used or become more familiar with symbols and images used 
in primary sources. 

When exploring historical context, it is important to consider the people involved in a 
movement or event. For instance, a large number of Progressive reformers came from a 
white, middle-class Protestant background. They focused on issues of morality, democratic 
reform, and industrial regulation. Progressives hoped to close the divide between the 
working class and the middle class. How did their backgrounds afect their decisions? 

Let’s return to the example. In the Progressive Movement, one area reformers wanted 
to change was government. They were concerned about political corruption. Political 
machines ran many cities. Leaders of these party organizations were called bosses. The 
boss and other party leaders would work to gain enough votes for their political party to 
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Incorporating Historical Context into an NHD Project 
To help include historical context in your project, think of your topic as the middle of a story. 
A person would have difculty jumping into the middle of a story without being lost or 
confused. Ask yourself, “What would someone need to know at the beginning to understand 
my topic?” Then, be sure to provide these background details in your project. 

The following example starts with the broad topic of the Progressive Movement and then 
narrows the focus down to a specifc topic, Jane Addams and the creation of Hull House in 
Chicago. This was part of the settlement house movement during the Progressive Era, which 
tried to alleviate poverty in immigrant communities. After reading secondary sources on the 
topic, you can complete this graphic organizer with historical context information that would 
help someone better understand the topic. 

Developing Historical Context 
Your topic: Jane Addams and the Creation of Hull House 

Time period:  Progressive Era, 1900–1929 

Brainstorm a list of events, people, and issues that come to mind related to your topic. 

› Progressive Movement › urbanization
› industrialization › settlement house
› immigration › Social Gospel Movement

Conditions Leading Up to Your Topic 
Describe background information from your research in these areas to help set the stage 
and assist someone in understanding your topic. 

Political During this era, there was corruption in government. Many felt big 
business and the wealthy had too much infuence in government. 
Reformers urged the government to pass laws that would beneft 
more people. 

Economic The country was changing from an agricultural-based economy to 
a more industrialized one. Large corporations came to dominate 
the economy, and the growth of factories created a demand for 
more workers. This led to a rise in immigration as many people 
came to the U.S. seeking jobs and opportunities. Workers often 
faced poor working conditions. 
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Social/Cultural Industrialization and immigration led to urbanization or the growth 
of cities. Workers needed to live close to their jobs and could not 
aford to move. The large number of people living in a small area 
of the city led to poor living conditions for many. New immigrants 
coming to the U.S. often did not speak much English and had 
customs diferent from those in the United States. 

Religious The Social Gospel Movement began in the late 1800s among 
ministers and religious communities. It stressed the importance of 
doing good works and participating in social reform as a way of 
salvation. The movement preached helping those in need. 

Other 
(intellectual, 
artistic, military, 
etc.) 

The Progressive Movement was a broad name given to reformers 
who wanted to make society better. They tried to make the 
government more responsive to the people, regulate big business, 
and improve living conditions in cities. 

Now you can think about how these connect to your specifc topic, Hull House. By exploring 
the context of the time period and including information about it in your project, you can 
more fully explain how and why Hull House was created. This context helps to show the 
causes of your topic. Discussing historical context and consequences can demonstrate the 
importance of your topic in history. Providing historical context makes your project complete. 

Using Historical Context to Find Local History 

The story of the Progressive Era is a national story. However, studying 
historical context can help lead you to Progressive Era reforms in your state or 
community. You might explore how Progressive Era reforms afected the city of 
Chicago, or you might research how those reforms afected Americans living 
in rural Kansas. How does the location change the context of the story? You 
could also explore how local changes afected signifcant national stories. How 
did a settlement house in New York City spark a national settlement house 
movement in the United States? 

Consider local examples of national trends when refning your research topic. 
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Chapter Six 
Assessing Reliability, 
Relevance, Historical Context, 
and Close Reading 

What Are Historical Thinking Skills? 
It is easy to become overwhelmed when researching. Sooner or later, you feel like you are 
sailing in uncharted waters and do not know where to go. Historical thinking skills lead you 
through the research process to help you gain a deeper understanding of your research 
question. 

What does historical thinking mean? Historical thinking means you construct understanding 
by analyzing historical evidence provided in primary and secondary sources. 

Analysis is observing, refecting, and questioning to better understand a source. 
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When learning about the past, historical thinking skills help the researcher answer the 
question: How do we know what we know? These skills guide your thinking as you construct 
meaning about the past. 

While you can apply historical thinking skills to all sources, this chapter focuses on primary 
sources, the raw materials of history. Primary sources provide a sense of a time based on 
frsthand knowledge and experience. When you identify a primary source, the frst step is 
called sourcing. When you source the document, you learn basic information: who made 
the source, when it was made, and why it was made. This provides a foundation for the skills 
in this chapter: reliability of sources, the relevance of sources, historical context, and close 
reading strategies. 

Reliability of Sources 
When you are riding in a car with the windows rolled down, you experience frsthand what it 
is like to ride. No one has to tell you what riding in a car is like. You know what the weather is 
like, how fast or slow you are going, and what it sounds like as you cruise down the highway. 
If you are not there, you have to rely on someone to describe the experience. Do you trust 
that someone? Do you know if they are telling you the truth or exaggerating? The same is 
true for the sources you use to learn about past events. 

Reliability means that you are making sure the sources you use are credible, trustworthy, 
and accurate. You need to rely on the sources because you were not there. To determine 
reliability, historians use a three-question test: 

› Is the source credible? Was it created by someone with experience or expertise?
› Is the source trustworthy? Is it connected to a dependable research organization?
› Is the source accurate? Does it provide authentic knowledge and understanding? Do the

facts in this source generally line up with other sources on the same topic?

To determine if a source is reliable, we need to learn more about it. Historians call this 
sourcing. Ask yourself: 

› Based on your research question, is the source primary or secondary?
› What format is the source?
› Who created the source?
› What was the creator’s perspective?
› When was the source created?
› What was the intended purpose of the source?
› Who was the intended audience?

Once you determine this information, decide if the source is credible, trustworthy, and 
accurate. In other words, is it reliable? 





  
  

Reliability Question Answer 

Based on your research 
question, is the source primary or 
secondary?  

primary 

What format is the source? political cartoon 

Who created the source? Elmer Andrews Bushnell 

What was the creator's 
perspective? 

Based on the information on each ladder rung, you 
can infer that he supported women's sufrage. 

When was the source created? 1920 

What was the intended purpose 
of the source? 

You can conclude that the intended purpose of 
the source is to show the right to vote will be a 
turning point for women. The cartoonist thinks that 
sufrage is the next step that will lead to the higher 
steps of “wage equality,” “political appointments,” 
and eventually, the “presidency.” 

Who was the intended audience? Since this was published by the New York Times (a 
national newspaper), The Sandusky Star-Journal 
(Ohio), and The Olean Evening Herald (New York), 
you can infer that the intended audience was men 
and women across the United States. 
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To determine if a source is relevant, we need to learn more about it. Historians ask questions 
to evaluate the components of a source. Ask yourself the following questions: 

Sourcing: 
› Based on your research question, is the source primary or secondary?
› What format is the source?
› Who created the source?
› What was the creator’s perspective?
› When was the source created?
› What was the intended purpose of the source?

Relevance: 
› How does it help you understand your topic?
› How does it help answer your research question?
› How does it help develop your historical argument?
› Is there an abundance of helpful information, or is it just marginally helpful?

Using Historical Thinking Skills Example: Relevance 

This flm, titled Interior N.Y. subway, 14th St. to 42nd St., shows a moving train through the New York City 
subway system. Library of Congress (00694394). 
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Historical Context Organizer 

Who was the intended 
audience? 

People who are coming to celebrate the driving in of 
the last spike of the Transcontinental Railroad. It shows 
the excitement about connecting the country and the 
importance of the railroad to the economy. 

What do you know about the 
person or group who created 
the source? 

The newspaper article shows the excitement about the 
event, detailing the golden spike sent from California. 
The railroad was probably an important part of the 
economy of Gold Hill, Nevada Territory. 

Why was the source created? The article is getting people excited about the event, 
and the advertisement is trying to sell products to 
those attending the event. 

What was the reaction to the 
source? 

It tried to bring attention to the event, but it is unclear 
whether people bought the advertised products or 
attended the ceremony. 

How does the time period in 
which the source was created 
infuence the perspective? 

It shows that the event was important in the 
community. The railroad was viewed as a reason 
to celebrate progress. It was bringing economic 
opportunities for companies such as Banner Bros. & 
Co. 

How did the location infuence 
events? 

This town is about 600 miles away from where the 
event was happening, but there is an excitement for 
the future refected in both the advertisement and the 
article. 

How does your topic ft into 
the time and place of the 
period? 

It shows the excitement and importance of the railroad 
completion to many towns and cities along the route. 

The secondary source illustrates the complexity of issues that surrounded the railroad’s 
development. Multiple routes were considered. Politicians and merchants wanted to build 
the railroad through their towns and states. Consider the economics of developing the 
railroad to understand the excitement of the fnal spike expressed in the newspaper. 

The items in the newspaper provide a lens to the past to evaluate context. Companies 
encouraged those who were attending to dress in their fnest attire. It shows that Americans 
were excited about the prospect of the Transcontinental Railroad and that moment in time 
broke barriers by connecting the railroad for movement west. It also shows that it was a 
business opportunity—businesses wanted to sell merchandise to those who would attend 
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the event. It also implies that there would be economic opportunities for other cities along 
the railroad line as a result. 

Those barriers included the struggle to secure the location of the railroad by both merchants 
and politicians. The secondary source article puts the primary source information in context 
to understand the excitement of the day. The individuals are celebrating the connection of 
the east coast to the west coast and their economic future.  

Close Reading Routines 
Working with historical sources requires active involvement. Close reading is an active 
engagement with the source to construct meaning and gain a deeper understanding. Close 
reading a primary source helps researchers gain evidence from the past. 

On the surface, close reading implies reading text. While it does include that, the historical 
thinking skill of close reading also applies to images and artifacts. Developing a routine to 
help guide your research allows you to make your research visible to your teacher and, more 
importantly, to yourself.  

› Remember that historians read and reread written sources and view and review visual
sources.

› When you can, write directly on the source to track your thinking.
› Annotate and ask questions.

By doing so, as a researcher, you process the information and what you think about it. 

Close Reading Routines Organizer 

Pre-reading › 
› 
›

Make observations 
Ask questions 
Number sections 

Reading › 
› 
› 
› 

Circle and underline with a purpose 
Summarize 
Identify key ideas 
Identify key vocabulary 

Rereading › 
› 
›
› 

Refect on what you have learned 
Identify big ideas and claims 
Identify confusions (What are your questions?) 
Refer to other sources for further information 
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Close Reading Example 

Annotate 
The map was created in 1884, long 
after the Cherokee Nation was 
removed from its homeland. 

Key Vocabulary 
territorial limits 
cessions 

Circle with a Purpose 
This map only refects land 
boundaries until 1835.  A 
second map is needed to 
study the rest of the time 
period. 

Ask Questions 
Why was this map made in 1884? 
How did Cherokee lives change 
from the late 1600s to the mid-
1800s? 

Key Idea 
The Cherokee had a 
strong presence in 
the southeast before 
their removal. 

Identify Confusion 
Why is there no territorial 
land along the coast? 

Big Ideas and Claims 
As European settlers 
increased, the land 
controlled by the Cherokee 
Nation was reduced. 
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Chapter Seven 
Historical Thinking Skills: Discovering 
Perspectives, Corroborating 
Evidence, Missing Narratives, and 
Historical Significance 

Multiple Perspectives 
When you study history, you learn very quickly there is more than one side to each story. Just 
as two siblings can difer over what caused an argument, people can witness the same event 
and experience it diferently. Historians examine these multiple perspectives to understand the 
event from diferent sides. 

Consider examples from the Temperance Movement. This movement began in the United 
States in the early 1800s by reformers who wanted to limit access to alcohol. They wanted to 
improve society and decrease poverty. 

One of the more extreme leaders in this movement was a woman named Carrie Nation. On 
December 27, 1900, she entered the Carey House, a fancy hotel in Wichita, Kansas. Dressed 
in black, she took a hatchet and began to destroy the hotel’s bar. Followers of Nation, known 
as “Home Defenders,” raided establishments they believed were illegally selling alcohol under 












