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Foundations in Social Studies

What is History?

Lesson Overview

Students witness a staged event that they reconstruct to help them understand the challenges historians face. 

Teacher Prep

1. Carefully read the procedures below.
2. Find a teacher or student from another class who can enter your classroom when signaled. 
3. Identify the object for this person to take.
4. Print the Getting to Know You Game handout and the student text and notes. 

Procedures

1. Arrange to have a teacher or student from another class come in while students are playing the game 
and “steal” something valuable from your desk, such as your remote or a set of graded papers. Make sure 
you plant this item clearly on your desk before class begins. Tell the “thief” that he or she should walk in, 
pick up the item, and walk out. He or she should also make eye contact with at least three students in the 
classroom. 

2. Introduce the Getting to Know You Game.   Have students write the names of 5 “feature” students on the 
handout.  Ask the feature students to wait outside of the classroom.  

3. Once students are settled into The Getting to Know You Game, signal the “thief” to perform the staged 
event. Redirect any students who try to call your attention to what is happening. Continue the game for a 
few minutes after the person has left the room. 

4. Walk to your desk and dramatically announce that the game must stop immediately. Tell students that 
something is not where it was before. Ask the class to help you figure out what happened. 

5. Have students return to their desks and quickly write an eyewitness account of the event. 
6. Make sure student accounts include specifics about the following: Who? (name, height, clothing, facial 

expression) What? Where? (location in the classroom) When? (approximate time) How? 
7. Students should complete their accounts individually. If students do not have certain information, they 

should not include it in their account. 
8. Next, divide the class into five groups. Have the “feature” students from the Getting to Know You game 

return to the classroom. Assign one “feature” student to each group. 
9. Tell the “feature” students that something is not where it was before. Their job is to listen to the eyewitness 

accounts from their group and come up with a more detailed summary of what happened. 
10. Have groups share their eyewitness accounts with their “feature” student. The five “feature” students 

should take careful notes. Encourage them to ask clarifying questions, such as Who? What? Where? 
When? and How? 
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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! Pursuing American Ideals, Lesson 1, What is History? 
Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

11. Have the “feature” students hand you their accounts. Read aloud from each account. Call attention to 
differences and model confusion or disbelief. Encourage other students to raise questions and provide 
alternative information. 

12. Tell students they have heard many pieces of information. Some information came from students 
who were in the room at the time, other information came from students who were not. Have several 
volunteers share their interpretations of why they think this event happened.

13. Finally, invite the “thief” to return the missing item to your desk. Have that person share his or her reason 
for taking the valuable item.

14. Discuss these questions:
a. Who was in the room when the event occurred? 
b. Who was not in the room when the event occurred? How did they learn what had happened in the 

classroom?
c. Which source of information about the event was better: the students who were in the classroom at 

the time, or the students who were not?
15. Read the section text.   
16. Answer the notebook questions.

https://www.teachtci.com/
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History: The Past and the Stories We Tell About It

The term history can mean several related things. While it can refer to 
events in the past, like the history of a family, it can also refer to the stories we 
tell about the past. In this way, nearly anyone can be a historian, or someone 
who reconstructs and retells narratives of the past. History is also an academic, 
or scholarly, discipline—like economics, physics, or mathematics—and is 
taught and studied in schools.

This lesson considers history in each of these dimensions: as the past, as 
stories about the past, and as an academic subject. Its main focus, however, is 
on the writing, or reconstruction, of history and on how historians conduct 
their work.

History Begins with a Question or Problem Historians begin their work 
with a question they desire to answer or a problem they wish to solve. For 
example, historians might start by inquiring, Was the Civil War inevitable? 
Next, they collect facts and information related to the question. This material 
becomes the evidence, or information that can be used to prove a statement or 
support a conclusion, historians use to reconstruct the past.

Historical evidence comes in multiple forms. It might be an old letter, a 
manuscript, or an artifact—a human-made object—such as a tool, a weapon, 
or part of a building. Evidence can also be found in photographs, recorded 
music, and old movies. Additionally, it can be found in books, magazines, and 
newspapers, as well as in interviews with experts or historical figures.

Historians refer to these various forms of information as sources. There are 
two basic types of sources historians typically rely on when writing history. A 
primary source is a document or other record of past events created by people 
who were present during those events or during that period. An eyewitness 
account, such as a Civil War soldier’s diary, is an example of a primary source.

Photographs are visual primary sources that show 
what life was like in the past.

In the 1850s, Uncle Tom’s Cabin was 
a best-selling novel. Today, it is read 
as a historical novel and a primary 
source of that time.

Posters from the past are today’s 
historical artifacts.
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Examples of a secondary source include a book or commentary from 
someone who was not present at the events or not even alive during that period. 
Many secondary sources are created decades or even centuries after the events in 
question. One example is a book about the Civil War written in the 1990s.

Historians Select and Weigh Evidence All historical evidence, whether 
primary or secondary, must be critically evaluated. Historians carefully 
examine each source for the creator’s point of view, perspective, or outlook on 
events. This outlook may be influenced by multiple factors, such as the creator’s 
age, gender, religion, occupation, or political views. For example, a historian 
would expect that a southern plantation owner in the 1850s would have had a 
different point of view from that of a northern factory worker.

Sometimes a source contains information or conclusions that reflect a distinct 
point of view. Although this is not necessarily bad, historians are watchful for signs 
of bias when analyzing evidence. Generally, bias is any factor that might distort 
or color a person’s observations. Bias takes many forms, ranging from a simple 
friendship or preference for someone to an unfair dislike of a person or group. 
Regardless of its form, bias can make a source less trustworthy.

Historians Reconstruct and Interpret the Past Once their evidence is 
selected and evaluated, historians begin to reconstruct what happened. They 
often begin by establishing a chronology, or sequence of events in time. Once 
historians are certain of the correct order of events, they are better able to 
make connections among those events, like identifying causes and effects. 
Additionally, they can begin to assess long-range changes and trends that may 
have developed over many years or decades. For example, in considering whether 
the Civil War was inevitable, a historian would examine the events leading up to 
the war and look for points at which the war might have been averted.

Magazine covers can reveal a lot 
about the cultural values of the years 
in which they were created.

Newspapers provide historians with 
eyewitness accounts of past events.

Everyday artifacts, like John Wilkes 
Booth’s boot, help connect us to the 
lives of historical figures.



When writing history, historians do not focus solely on facts or chronolo-
gies. If they did, history books would be little more than a chronicle, or a simple 
listing, of what happened year by year. The more challenging part of a historian’s 
task is to interpret the past—to weave together the evidence and produce a narra-
tive that helps readers understand and draw meaning from history.

The process of finding the meaning or significance of historical events is 
called historical interpretation. By interpreting history, historians combine 
their analysis of events with the facts they have validated in order to consider what 
happened, how and why it happened, what effect it had on the people involved, and 
how it may have shaped the world today. Each historian brings a particular point 
of view to this task; however, historians try to ensure that their interpretations are 
faithful to the facts of history and are supported by the evidence.

History Is Never Finished Since history cannot be rigorously tested and 
proved like science can, much of history is still open to interpretation. Because 
historians have their own distinct backgrounds and points of view, their 
historical interpretations will often differ. They publish their work with the 
understanding that it will be reviewed, and often criticized, by other historians.

In this way, history continues to be debated and revised. In fact, some 
people describe history as an ongoing argument regarding the past. Differences 
of opinion or theory about how to interpret the past make the academic study 
of history interesting and vital. This public debate also makes it possible for 
mistakes made by one historian to be corrected by later historians.

New generations of historians develop new arguments. As historian 
Frederick Jackson Turner once wrote, “Each age tries to form its own 
conception of the past. Every age writes the history of the past anew with 
reference to the conditions uppermost in its own time.” Therefore, our 
understanding of the past is constantly being influenced by what we, in the 
present day, contribute to it. In that sense, history is never finished.

General histories like this program help 
readers develop a broad view of the past.

Historical interpreters and reenactors bring 
history to life at living museums, such as 
Colonial Williamsburg.

Specialized histories, such as this 
book, provide in-depth information 
about a specific subject.
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How Do Historians Reconstruct the Past?

When Pulitzer Prize–winning historian David McCullough set out to write 
a biography of John Adams, he gathered evidence from a variety of 
primary and secondary sources. By examining artifacts and visiting places 
frequented by Adams during his lifetime, McCullough created a compelling 
biography of one of our nation’s least known founders.

Historic drawings 
show what Boston 
was like when Adams 
practiced law there.

Primary sources, including 
letters Adams sent and 
received, reveal details 
about government affairs 
or battles at the time.

In writing his biography of Adams, McCullough built on 
the works of earlier historians. Such secondary sources 
fill the bookshelves in his office.

Artifacts like Adams’s 
cradle help historians 
re-create scenes from 
the past. This cradle 
was used for five 
generations and held 
both President Adams 
and President John 
Quincy Adams.

Historic sites associated with Adams, 
such as his birthplace and childhood 
home in Quincy, Massachusetts, show 
how he and his family lived.
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Use the information from the reading to write a definition for each term in the table. Then explain how each term 
was represented during the in-class activity. 

Definition In-Class Activity

Evidence

Primary source

Secondary source

Point of view

Historical  
interpretation
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The Getting to Know You Game

The goal of this game is to gather as much infor-
mation as possible about five “feature” students. 
1. Write the name of each “feature” student in a 

different oval below.
2. Ask a classmate if he or she knows something 

about one of the “feature” students. You may 
only ask about one “feature” student at a time.  
If your classmate does not know anything about 
that student, you may not ask him or her about 

any other “feature” students at this time. You may 
not speak to this classmate again until after you 
have spoken to every classmate at least once.

3. As you learn about each student, take notes by 
extending the lines from his or her oval and 
recording what you have learned. Record one 
fact for each line.

4. Continue gathering information until your 
teacher says time is up.


